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Digital mediation of urban spatial practice affects the way cities are planned, 
perceived and ‘performed’, as manifested in computer-supported urban planning 
and simulations, and also in the reconfiguration of patterns of urban behaviour and 
experience through day-to-day use of the Internet and cellular phone systems by 
urban citizens. I conceptually unify this broad range of digitally-mediated practices 
under the term “the mediated city”, and propose that the ways in which urban actors 
are appropriating these technologies has the potential to transform not just the 
practices that take place within the city but the very processes of the genesis of 
built urban space. 
 
I articulate a theoretical framework that encapsulates the various modes of actually 
existing digitally-mediated urban spatial practice in the three realms of mediated 
urban life, mediated urban design and mediated urban planning and establish a 
genealogy of ideas and actions linking the theory and practice of this emerging 
milieu to interface theory and practice and urban theory and practice. I apply 
grounded theory methodology to gain an understanding of current mediated urban 
spatial practice, based upon which I construct and illustrate a conceptual model of 
the mediated city. 
 
In order to exemplify the understanding of the themes, qualities and mechanisms of 
the mediated city that I have assembled through this research, I bring my general 
conceptual model of the mediated city to bear on the structured imagining of 
possible futures for urban China. I propose a hypothetical program of “moves” taken 
by various urban actors within this context, to exemplify the types of urban practices 
I am trying to articulate, to aid in the refinement of said articulation, and to serve as 
‘probes’ to draw comment and critique. 
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Chapter 0. Introduction      
 
Contents 
 0.1. Inspiration, motivation and purpose of the study  1 
 0.2. Scope of the study      3 
 0.3. Overview of the thesis      7 
 
0.1. Inspiration, motivation and purpose of the study 
The initial inspiration for this research came from my observation of two parallel 
developments in contemporary China – the mass-production of new cities1 and the 
meteoric development and spread of access to digital communication networks – 
the most expansive and rapid processes of urbanisation and informatisation in 
global history. Each of these processes may be considered in isolation, and each 
has its precedents and models. However, within the unique context of 21st century 
China they can be seen as two facets of a multi-modal infrastructural and social 
development that I have earlier termed “info-urbanisation” (Jachna, 2005) (see 
appendix A), implying models of organisation, social interaction and spatial practice 
that span physical and virtual dimensions. The socio-spatial transformations in 
contemporary China can be exemplified by the country’s “floating population” of a 
hundred million internal migrant workers, whose labour is crucial for the 
development of China’s cities but who are denied the full rights of urban citizenship.  
 
Curiosity about the potentials for new modes of urban spatial practice at this 
unprecedented historical juncture in China led me to pursue a broader geographical 
scope of enquiry, analysis and theory regarding the phenomenon of the “mediated 
city”. In their book “Telecommunications and the City: Electronic Spaces, Urban 
Places”, Graham and Marvin (1996: 64-66) use the phrase “tele-mediated city” to 
refer to the enmeshing of digital communications networks into urban space and 
urban life. Although the shorter phrase “mediated city” has been used to discuss the 
representation of the city through different media (such as texts, images, film and 
digital representations)2, this phrase has since been appropriated as shorthand for 
                                                
1 Twenty cities a year for twenty years from 2001 to 2020. 
2 I can find no definitive original text coining this use of the phrase, but by 1998, “the Mediated City” 
was the title of one section of the MIT course “Imaging the City: the Place of Media in City Design 
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ideas of the city akin to Graham and Marvin’s concept3. My adoption of this term 
indicates the affinity of my thesis with the “tele-mediated city”, whilst allowing the 
extension of my conceptualization beyond the phenomena of digital 
telecommunications networks in the city to incorporate the digital mediation of 
processes of design and planning of the city, in addition to its habitation4. 
 
The research presented in this thesis was motivated by a desire to understand 
possible implications, for urban design, of the digital technology mediation of urban 
spatial practice, in which urban planners, designers and inhabitants increasingly 
mediate their different relationships with, and within, the city through digital 
technologies. Such digital mediation can be observed at many levels and scales of 
action in urban situations, from the use of personal electronics by individuals in the 
way they inhabit and perceive urban contexts to the global networks through which 
cities are bound into meta-urban continua. Digital mediation of urban spatial 
practice affects the way cities are planned, perceived and “performed”. This is 
manifested in the use of computers to simulate and plan urban design measures, 
and also in the day-to-day use of the Internet and cellular phone systems by the 
general populace in their inhabitation and use of the city. 
 
I propose using the notion of the “mediated city” to refer to a set of constructs 
through which digitally-mediated action on, and action in, the city is conceptualised 
across the range of different types of digitally mediated urban spatial practice. The 
mediated city is a program by Certeau’s (1984:126) definition as a “series of 
practices through which space is appropriated”. The purposes of this research are 
threefold: 
 
1. To gain and articulate a grounded understanding of the ways in which the 
use of digital technologies in the planning, design and inhabitation of cities is 
affecting urban spatial practice, 
                                                
and Development”. The content of this section addressed the representation of the city through 
different “traditional” and “new” (digital) media. 
3 For example (Luke, 2005; Iverson and Sanders, 2008) although again I cannot locate any single 
scholarly text that originally establishes this usage. 
4 The Oxford English Dictionary defines “mediated” as “arrived at by mediation; involving mediation 
or an intermediate process, agent, etc.”. In one sense, the “mediated city” in the title of this thesis 
refers to Graham and Marvin’s usage of the term to refer to the introduction of digital technologies 
and networks as media for communications and interaction in and with the city. However, the usage 
is also true to the more general OED definition, in that the “mediated city” that is conceptualised 
through this thesis is an entity that is only “arrived at by mediation” between different urban actors 
appropriating digital technologies and communications networks as media for their mediation. 
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2. To propose a conceptual model of approaches to the program of the 
“mediated city” that integrates these mediated urban spatial practices, and 
3. Based on this conceptual model, to extrapolate a near future scenario for 
the continued development of the digital mediation of urban spatial practice 
in the Chinese urban context. 
 
0.2. Scope of the study 
I chose grounded theory5 as a methodology for attaining a structured understanding 
of present actions, interpretations and proposals pertaining to the digital mediation 
of urban spatial practice; and for constructing a conceptual model of the program of 
the mediated city. Using the categories and propositions that I generated through 
grounded theory, I bring the insights gained in this process back to the 21st century 
Chinese urban context, in the form of a near-future scenario for a group of 
interrelated mediated urban practices centred on China’s floating population. 
 
I consulted writings on various aspects, points of view and positions on the digital 
mediation of aspects of the urban experience to attain knowledge of the current 
discourse on the subject. These are augmented by readings pertaining to 
observations and theorisations on the relations between digital mediation, space, 
community and materiality. These themes include locative technologies, embodied 
interaction, social computing and grounded computing. I did broad readings on the 
topics of 21st century Chinese urbanism and the so-called “digital leap forward”, to 
get a holistic appreciation of the mechanisms behind the phenomena that inspired 
this research. Another group of sources – scholarly as well as journalistic – provide 
insights into the specific ways in which Chinese urban citizens are appropriating 
digital technologies. 
 
Through parallel background readings pertaining to ideas of “the urban” and “the 
digital”, I gained an incremental theoretical comprehension of different ways of 
conceptually framing these two dimensions of human culture and action. An 
understanding of semiotic positions on how people interact meaningfully with(in) 
cities and with(in) digital systems was attained through readings in urban semiotics 
and interface semiotics6. The ways in which these two concepts are elaborated into 
world-views were investigated through readings on discourses of the urban and 
                                                
5 I explain grounded theory and other methodological terms and concepts in Chapter 2.Methodology 
6 I expound upon semiotics and other approaches to urban meaning making in section 1.5 
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discourses of the digital, and I garnered an appreciation of corresponding positions 
regarding the ways people act within and on these conceptual constructs through 
references on theories of digital practice and urban practice. Readings into 
cybernetic theory7 provided me with a language and a set of concepts that subsume 
many of these other topics and enable me to achieve a conceptual integration of 
many aspects of the urban and the digital. 
 
I apply grounded theory methodology to form an understanding of the program of 
the mediated city through the establishment of descriptive categories from a wide-
ranging survey of projects, proposals and practices addressing the topic of digitally 
mediated urban spatial practice. Through my initial analysis and categorising of 
these projects, proposals and practices, I propose a distinction between three 
vantage points on the digital city that correspond to three societally-determined 
groups of actors, purviews of professional privilege and bodies of proprietary 
knowledge, techniques and practices. These categories by which I distinguish 
different practices of the program of the mediated city are: 
 
• mediated urban life, 
• mediated urban design, and 
• mediated urban planning 
 
Each of these vantage points corresponds to a different aspect of urban spatial 
practice. The vantage point of “mediated urban life” refers to the performative 
enactment of the city by its inhabitants using digital networks and communications 
systems, “mediated urban design” is the design of digitally-mediated built spaces 
within a city by spatial design professionals, and “mediated urban planning” refers 
to the use of digital technology to establish and support organisational paradigms 
with purview over the whole city or urban district by planners. Each of these 
perspectives implies a different way of stating the premise of the mediated city. 
 
Grounded theory methodology refers to the conceptualisation of a situation by 
extrapolating theory from data gathered from the situation itself, rather than forcing 
the data into an assumed a priori theory. Grounded theory building can begin from 
“datasets” of instances or aspects of the situation under study. To delineate a 
theory that encapsulates and relates the many projects and propositions that 
                                                
7 Addressed in section 1.6 
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represent these three views on the mediated city, I assemble a representative 
dataset for each vantage point, and apply grounded theory methods of 
categorisation and situational analysis to assemble a cogent, grounded theoretical 
understanding of the workings of each. 
 
The “mediated urban life” dataset consists of reports and descriptions of the ways in 
which users are actually appropriating digital communications networks (primarily 
cell phones and the Internet) in the practice of their day-to-day lives. This dataset is 
two-tiered. The first tier consists of general observations on the nature of the use of 
these technologies in cities. From this data I develop a conceptualisation of how 
digital mediation of actually-existing urban spatial practice is used in ways that 
change the semiotic relations between urban citizens and urban environments in 
the categories of wayfinding, addressing, categories of space and the spatial 
aspects of community. The second tier has to do with culturally-specific forms of 
appropriation of digital technologies in urban spatial practice in 21st century China. 
Analysis of this data reveals categories of modes of government control, the 
Internet as social space, the textualisation of urban spatial practice, and the role of 
human links in urban and digital systems. 
 
The “mediated urban design” dataset consists of the more than three hundred 
entries to the 2004 online fusedspace competition, which called for ideas and 
projects addressing the digital mediation of urban public spaces. I begin by 
attempting to conceptualise meaningful relations within this dataset using 
taxonomies. After initial failed attempts to impose pseudo-architectural typologies 
on these spaces8, I arrive at categorisations in terms of the “approach” that I 
perceive as underlying each project – the way in which different assumptions and 
goals regarding the nature of mediated public space affect the way a project is 
conceptually framed and actualised. The dimensions that I define as being useful in 
distinguishing between different approaches to mediated urban design are their 
positions on location-based representations, interaction and space, plans and 
situated actions / tactics and strategies, and power relations. I devise mapping 
conventions to visualise the positioning of projects relative to these distinguishing 
dimensions. 
 
                                                
8 These typologies are discussed in section 3.4 and examples are given in Appendix B 
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The “mediated urban planning” dataset is a group of five selected projects 
proposing different approaches to the integration of digital mediation into the 
planning of cities. Each project was led by an established figure in the field at a 
respected institution of higher learning, and each centres on an idea for a 
mechanism to support a planning process, rather than a proposal for a specific 
design. I critically assess each of the projects in terms of categories and mapping 
conventions established from previous datasets and extend this discussion to show 
how these approaches act as programs to reconfigure or format the city to 
correspond to different “discourses of the mediated city”. The grounded theory 
categories by which I arrive at a conceptualisation for this aspect of the mediated 
city are power relations, the spaces in-between, genealogy of approaches, form 
giving and social aspects. 
 
As I begin to form explanatory frameworks based on the categorising process, other 
bodies of theory from the background readings are drawn into the analysis. 
However, in the spirit of grounded theory, these theoretical structures are taken as 
data on an equal standing with other data, and not as a priori overarching 
frameworks into which data should be made to fit. Their role is as “landmarks” or 
“sightings” that help in giving form and orientation within the territory through which 
my theory also extends. 
 
The three datasets correspond to a conventional division of roles and realms within 
urban spatial practice between urban planners, urban designers and urban citizens, 
and the majority of projects or practices within each dataset conform to the 
traditionally allocated role of the respective group in the city, validating and 
reproducing the accustomed power structures of the pre-digital city. However, a 
minority of projects, or even aspects or projects, in each dataset indicate the use of 
affordances of digital technologies to redefine or blur this division of roles. This 
inspires the drafting of a theoretical model that positions different practices and 
proposals within a feedback cycle (design, construct, inhabit, reflect), within which 
conventional practices can be graphed but which can also articulate transgressions 
of canonised divisions of labour, power and responsibility. The definition of the 
mediated city for the purposes of my thesis becomes even more precisely focused 
on new modes of approach to the city that are enabled by digital mediation of 
increasingly hybridised projects and practices. 
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The founding impetus of this research was a desire to understand the new aspects 
brought to the design problem of the city by digital mediation and, based on this 
understanding, to propose a design brief and carry out a design project for a 
mediated city in contemporary China9. Consequently, at intervals throughout the 
research, I undertake ‘probes’ into this context in the form of three proposed 
approaches for specific situations in Chinese cities, in which the emerging theory is 
tested against this context of application. The already mentioned fusedspace 
competition, the Shenzhen Olympic New Town Competition and a consultancy 
study of mine for streetscape design in Beijing provide the frameworks within which 
I develop these three proposals. These were originally intended as subsequent 
attempts to establish the basis for a PhD-by-project. But with the shift from a 
project-focused to a thesis-focused PhD comes the opportunity of mining these 
ideas as another dataset to allow me to construct an understanding of my own 
approaches and extend the accruing conceptual framework.  
 
My thesis is concerned with a theoretical framework for an emerging theme in 
urbanism, the implications of which are broad and future-oriented. As such, the 
claims associated with this proposition are not subject to proof or falsification in the 
traditional sense. I chose methods of scenario planning to derive narrative 
descriptions of potential manifestations of digital urbanism in 21st-century China that 
are internally consistent and grounded in the above-established theoretical 
framework. I propose sets of “urban moves” within a scenario in the context of 
contemporary Chinese cities, derived by using scenario-building techniques to 
apply the theoretical framework to the specific culturally-situated question of the 
integration of China’s hundred million internal migrant workers into urban society 
and spatial structures. With them, I bring the findings of the research back to bear 
on the context from which the research drew its original inspiration.  
 
0.3. Overview of the thesis 
The body of this document consists of six chapters, bracketed by this Introduction 
and a Conclusion chapter. Appendices and References complete the volume. In 
Chapter 1.Literature Review, I present the references consulted in the course of this 
thesis. This discussion begins with works on the mediated city, subdivided by the 
threefold division into mediated urban planning, mediated urban design and 
                                                
9 This original goal became obsolete as my thesis shifted from the idea of the mediated city as a 
designed object to that of the mediated city as a process. 
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mediated urban life. I then survey sources on recent thought and applications 
regarding space, materiality and digital mediation. A further set of works is 
presented to give an overview of the culturally-specific Chinese mediated urban 
context. The remainder of this chapter is dedicated to a series of readings, 
sequentially exploring the concepts of “the urban” and “the digital” from the point of 
view of semiotics, of discourses and of practices. This sequence culminates with 
sources on control, communication and conversation as understood within 
cybernetics, a field of thought that I apply to a unified understanding of urban and 
digital practices. 
 
Chapter 2.Methodology discusses the two primary research methodologies used: 
grounded theory and scenarios. I outline the methods and techniques of each of 
these methodologies and explain their suitability to my intentions in this research. I 
recount my application of these methodologies in the course of my research in 
Chapter 3.Process, explaining the choices I made within the range of possibilities 
implicit within each of these approaches, and describing ways in which I found it 
appropriate to adapt these methodologies to the needs of my research process. 
 
The insights gained from the definition of key dimensions in the three approaches to 
the mediated city (mediated urban life, mediated urban design and mediated urban 
planning), and the subsequent derivation of categories and propositions regarding 
these categories, is presented in Chapter 4.Analysis. This chapter is structured in 
terms of the core categories defined within each of the datasets and addresses the 
first purpose of this study: to gain and articulate a grounded understanding of the 
ways in which the use of digital technologies in the planning, design and 
inhabitation of cities is affecting urban spatial practice. 
 
Chapter 5.Discussion and Framework integrates the propositions from the analysis 
of the individual datasets into a set of unifying categories and offers a conceptual 
model for the understanding of the mediated city that I have constructed through 
this grounded theory process. This chapter addresses the second purpose of my 
research: to propose a conceptual model of approaches to the program of the 
“mediated city” that integrates these mediated urban spatial practices. 
 
In Chapter 6.Approaching the mediated Chinese city, I bring my general conceptual 
model of the mediated city to bear on the structured imagining of possible futures 
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for urban China. I construct a pre-history for this proposition with an Apologia for a 
mediated Chinese urbanism and continue with a presentation and discussion of 
three trial approaches that I initiated at different points in my research process. The 
chapter culminates with a near-future scenario of digitally mediated urban spatial 
practices of the floating population in urban China: addressing the study’s third and 
final primary purpose. I summarise and conclude my thesis with Chapter 
7.Conclusion. 
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1.1. Introduction 
This chapter establishes a context of knowledge within which the ideas contributed 
by this thesis can be read and appraised. The readings are grouped according to 
thematic clusters around the bodies of knowledge that constitute the central threads 
gathered into the argument of the thesis. 
 
The broad body of thought and writing within which I situate my thesis is that of the 
“mediated city”, encompassing a wide range of writings on the issues brought to the 
urban question by the introduction of digital networks and applications to the city, as 
established in the introduction. I begin with a general discussion of discourse in this 
field, and then proceed with focused surveys of references addressing the digital 
mediation of three sets of urban practices – mediated urban life, mediated urban 
design and mediated urban planning – reflecting a categorisation of urban actors 
and actions that is central to the conceptual framework of this thesis. My readings in 
this area ranged from journalistic reports on the effects of grassroots-level use of 
digital technologies on the way cities are used and experienced, to scholarly 
volumes exploring the physical and social restructuring of cities through digital 
communications networks and other digital mediation of urban space. With a 
second category of references, I identify, and discuss writings within, a cluster of 
current topics dealing with the relationship between digital mediation, space and 
materiality, that are of high relevance to the issue of the mediated city. 
 
As mentioned in the introduction, I drew the initial inspiration for this research from 
a fascination with certain developments and perceived potentials within present-day 
Chinese urbanisation. The approaches and scenario (included in Chapter 6), with 
which I exemplify the concepts that I derive from this research, are sited in Chinese 
cities. Thus, I carried out an expansive program of reading on 21st century Chinese 
urbanism, as reflected in the third set of readings discussed in this chapter. 
Beginning with a general literature review on the topic, I further investigate the area 
of overlap between this topic and the topic of the mediated city, to delineate the 
range and content of material on the digital mediation of spatial practice in 21st 
century Chinese cities in actual current practice. 
 
Having surveyed the existing literature on the field within which I am researching – 
from the general to the context-specific – with the remainder of this chapter I review 
literature pertinent to the conceptual approach by which I have found it most 
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appropriate to pursue my thesis within this topic. As indicated by the title of this 
thesis, “Approaches to the Mediated City”, I am concerned, in this research, with 
the ways in which the mediated city is conceptualised, communicated and produced 
by different urban actors. That is to say, I am concerned with the mediated city in 
terms of processes of generation of meaning. Consequently, I did readings to 
become conversant in the literature dealing with structures and processes of 
meaning. My survey begins with works on the most fundamental and inclusive topic 
dealing with phenomena of meaning – semiotics. I build upon the understanding of 
semiotics thus achieved to explore discourses, or “regimes of meaning” that are the 
contexts and preconditions for semiotic production of meaning. I complete this 
course of reading with a review of thought on the procedure in which meaning is 
produced in embodied and instantiated practices. I borrow the idea for this three-
tiered understanding of the production of meaning from Hall (1997: 2-3), but 
broaden the scope of ideas involved at each tier beyond the context of 
representation theory in which he proposed this schema. 
 
The idea of “the mediated city” is (at) the interface between two expansive 
themes – “the urban” and “the digital” – each of which is the topic of multiple 
systems of meaning. Following the sequence explained in the preceding paragraph, 
I investigate literature on the construction of meaning in each of these two themes, 
beginning with readings on the fundamental semiotic processes and structures 
posited by different writers relative to the urban and the digital, proceeding to 
survey literature sources on the manifestation of urban and digital discourses, and 
culminating with an exploration of references on how such regimes of meaning are 
constructed and maintained in urban and digital practice. 
 
The first sets of readings – those on the mediated city; space, materiality and digital 
mediation; and 21st century Chinese urbanism – establish the context and 
foundation of my research. The other sequence of references – on semiotics, 
discourse and practice – are structured in a way that already embodies an aspect of 
the framework by which I conceptualise the mediated city1. My decision to structure 
this part in this way means that the discussion of some topics may be distributed 
among different sections of the literature review. The interface, for instance, is an 
                                                
1 This structuring is a retroactive exercise. Just as my readings influenced the way I thought about and 
represented the concept of the mediated city, my evolving conceptualisation of the mediated city had 
a reciprocal effect on the cognitive structures and categories by which I made sense of the relations 
between different readings. 
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important concept in this research, but / therefore its treatment is not concentrated 
in one section but instead suffuses the whole chapter. I thus achieve a multifaceted 
understanding of such topics in a way that already implies their relevance within 
different levels of the conceptual framework of the thesis. 
 
1.2. The mediated city 
In his book “the Rise of Network Society”, Manuel Castells (1996) describes a 
reorganization of the world’s economy, political reality and society in the late 20th 
century around information and networks of informational dissemination. In “the 
Informational City” (Castells, 1991), he posits a new urban era, brought about by 
the restructuring of time, space, economy and society introduced by information 
technology, global telecommunications and the restructuring of Capitalism. Borja 
and Castells (1997) articulate this phenomenon in more detail, looking at the 
physical and social implications of these trends on “information age” cities. 
 
Scholars have differing views on the boding of digital communications networks for 
the future importance of urban areas. For instance, Sassen (2002, 2005) points out 
that the new hierarchy of connectivity tends to reinforce existing hierarchies of cities, 
since a handful of established “global cities” tend to dominate communications 
webs through their superior connectivity. Many articles offer anecdotal evidence of 
the impact of this on day-to-day life, such as the fact that the working hours in New 
York influence the schedules of offices in cities around the world who must 
communicate with New York (Sutherland, 2008) and Wellman’s (2000) discussion 
of access to the the “information superhighway” as an important determining factor 
in the ranking of American cities, as urban economies and societies become 
increasingly reliant on, and constituted by, high speed, high bandwidth digital 
communications.  However, following in the vein of Toffler’s (1980: 194-207) idea of 
the “electronic cottage”, Kotkin (2000, 2006) represents an opposing view that (in 
North America, at least) the decentralization and distribution of work enabled by 
digital communications technologies contributes to a dissolution of urban centers as 
increasing numbers of people actualize this negation of the centripetal “central 
place” imperative (Christaller, 1933) to choose to live away from the costs, crime, 
pollution and crowding of cities. 
 
Rheingold (1993) looks at the future of the mediated city from a different point of 
view: that of the future evolution of the urban citizen. He also perceives a positive 
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and a negative variant: one in which urbanites use digitally mediated systems to 
create and exchange user-generated geographically-oriented content, and another 
in which they passively consume systems and content offered by service providers. 
For him, the distinction is that between these networks becoming an augmentation 
of public space and their becoming just another channel of broadcast commerce. 
“The Cybercities Reader” (Graham, 2004), gathers writings by various authors, 
including many cited elsewhere in this chapter, on a broad range of topics and 
points of view on the mediated city – from the global to the personal scale, including 
theoretical and empirically-based texts, dealing with technological applications from 
the telephone to surveillance cameras to the Internet. 
 
Though there are enticing examples in which authors have applied the metaphor of 
physical urban space to the pseudo-space of the Internet, or vice versa, to 
enlightening effect (i.e. Murrell, 2001), they are not of immediate relevance to this 
research, because they bring together physical spatial practice and digital practice 
only rhetorically, whereas I am interested in the confrontation of the two in 
performative practice. Likewise, and for analogous reasons, the vast and growing 
body of projects and writings on virtual reality spaces is also peripheral to this thesis, 
as are works regarding virtual communities (i.e. Kroski, 2005; Thacker, 2004), or 
spatial practice in virtual environments and virtual cities (O’Neill, 2005; Stockburger, 
2007) except to the extent that they influence physical spatial practice. 
 
A series of books by William J. Mitchell, former Dean of the School of Architecture 
and Planning at MIT, compose probably the best-known popularization of the 
discourse of the mediated city, in terms of the mediation and virtualisation of 
architectural space and typologies (1995), the changes brought to cities and urban 
culture through digital networks (2000), the interactions of people with each other, 
with their environment and with technology (2003) and the overlaying of space and 
information in urban settings (2005). Blume and Langenbrinck (2004) raise the 
question of what consequences these transformations in every aspect of the urban 
could have for design of, and within, mediated cities. 
 
1.2.1. Mediated urban planning 
This point of view on cities as digitally mediated environments raises the question of 
how this redefinition of the urban entity changes the process of planning cities. 
Stephen Graham and Simon Marvin formulate contemporary urbanism in terms of 
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the co-construction of “urban places” and “electronic spaces” (Graham and Marvin, 
1996), and offer numerous case studies of actual cities to support, illustrate and 
elaborate their thesis. They later (Graham and Marvin, 2001) articulate how digital 
communications networks and other urban infrastructures are leading to the 
“splintering” of urban areas that compromise many classical precepts of the way 
cities are understood and planned, an interpretation also proposed by Wheeler, et 
al (2000). Townsend (2001b) shows how the global structure of the Internet 
introduces new interdependencies between cities and superimposes a new layer of 
intercity global infrastructure.  
 
As in many other fields of application, computer technologies are being applied by 
many to provide support within the conventional practice of urban planning (Jones, 
1970; Sikdar, 1998; Timmermans, 2007). However, others have taken the digital 
mediation of planning as a cue to re-frame the planning process in terms of 
computational metaphors. The understanding and analysis of cities as 
computational systems (Forrester, 1969), as the outcomes or products of 
computational processes (Batty, 2005; Terzidis, 2006) or as structures of 
information exchange (Salingaros, 2005: ch.7) imply different IT metaphors for the 
practice of urban planning (as computational system design, as algorithm-writing 
and programming, and as communication network engineering respectively). 
 
A selection of projects representing fundamentally different approaches to the 
mediated planning of cities / the planning of mediated cities form the dataset for an 
analysis of current thought on mediated urban planning later in this thesis. These 
include Batty’s (2005) mobilization of digital technology to model complex spatial 
behaviour of people and systems in the city, as tools for decision making; Soddu’s 
(2004) use of genetic and evolutionary algorithms to generate urban structures from 
the purported DNA of a city; a project by Knowbotic Research (Schiffler and 
Schwabe, 1998; Broeckmann, 1998; Duarte, 1998) that proposes giving formative 
power to personal grassroots stories of a city, collected and visualized through 
digital media; a workshop run by Bauhaus Kolleg (Sonnabend, 2003) that proposes 
using the social logic of digitally-mediated networks to generate an urban district for 
information professionals; and a proposal from Beijing’s Tsinghua University (Dang 
et al, 2005) for the implementation of digital technology systems to increase the 
efficiency and speed of otherwise conventional planning practice. 
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1.2.2. Mediated urban design 
The preceding section surveyed writings on new facets to the conception and 
planning of cities brought by the superimposition of networks of digital 
communications onto urban areas and onto global networks of cities, and the 
embedding of digitally mediated processes in the practice of urban planning. For 
architects or urban designers working within such mediated cities, the parameters 
for the design of urban spaces are also different than those by which these 
professions have traditionally conceived of urban space. This is reflected in the 
growing propensity for designers of public (or pseudo-public) urban spaces to see 
the design problem as one of interactivity rather than one of formal composition, as 
will be expanded upon in the following paragraphs.  
 
Writings on mediated or interactive architecture abound (i.e. Bouman, 2002: 238-
242; Bullivant, 2005, 2006, 2007; Kirsch, 2001; Mackay, 2000). Popular “how-to” 
manuals (i.e. O’Sullivan and Igoe, 2004) are written explicitly to initiate non-experts 
into the basics of “physical computing” so that architects, artists and others can 
integrate digital interactivity into their projects. Though general writings in this vein 
form part of the background of the field of knowledge in which this thesis is 
grounded, the most pertinent references for this research, and those that will be 
expounded upon in finer detail in the following paragraph, are those that deal 
specifically with the design of urban public places. 
 
As would be expected, incursions into this emerging typology of urban space are 
more prevalent in the arts than in architecture or urban design per se. Huber (2001) 
tracks the first experiments in creating interfaces between urban space and the 
Internet in the works of media artists in the 1990s, imposing an urban logic on the 
Internet and a digital logic on the city, by creating “surfaces” where these two meet. 
Fahmi (2001) sees post-modern public spaces as already comprising layered virtual 
images, which is extended by digital virtual representations of the city. Dietz (2005) 
discusses the explorations and extensions of notions of public space and social 
communication through digital media art, and projects the consequences of 
considering the city as a whole as a media interface. Bulivant (2007) edits a survey 
of recent projects of this genre in a wide variety of media. Lozano-Hemmer’s urban-
scale Internet-participant-controlled public light sculptures (Lozano-Hemmer, 2000) 
are monumental examples of mediated urban places. 
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Though such spatial practice may have its roots in the arts and technology, digital 
mediation is an increasingly commonplace aspect of even quite conventional 
spaces, and mediated spaces are receiving increasing attention within the spatial 
design professions. The 2004 online fusedspace competition (www.fusedspace.org ) 
is an indicative example of a forum for the expression and dissemination of ideas 
on the design of mediated urban spaces. The over 300 entries to this competition 
serve as the dataset for an analysis of current thought in mediated urban design in 
the following chapter. 
 
1.2.3. Mediated urban life  
Since the infancy of digital communication technologies (Meyrowitz, 1985: 93-125; 
Friedmann, 1996), there has been continuing speculation as to whether, to what 
extent and in what ways the mediation of social interaction through these systems 
is changing the nature of urban life as a set of practices, and even the nature of 
concepts of community and society. Among the growing number of writings on the 
social dimensions of the use of mobile phones (i.e. Goggin, 2006; Horst and Miller, 
2006) and the Internet (i.e. Rheingold, 1993; Wellman and Haythornthwaite, 2002; 
Kolko, 2003), the sources that are relevant to this research are those concerned 
with the interrelation between the use of these technologies and social practice in 
physical space, especially urban physical space. An overview of these sources 
follows. 
 
The Canadian sociologist Barry Wellman has written on the different ways in which 
the establishment and extending of social networks maintain societies, historically 
and into the age of global communications (Wellman, 1999). One strain of his 
recent research deals specifically with social networks as mediated by digital 
communications systems. He analyses the “social affordances” offered by digital 
networks – bandwidth, portability, connectivity and personalization – and shows 
how users activate these affordances2 to form communities that are embedded in a 
digital-physical space from which it is difficult to extricate the digital aspect and the 
physical (Wellman, 2001a). He has also co-authored articles revealing the effects of 
digital mediation within communities at the level of the neighbourhood (Hampton 
and Wellman, 2000) and the consequences of differentials in connectivity in 
creating a new dimension of inequality between different neighbourhoods and 
different individuals (Fong, Wellman, et al, 2001).  
                                                
2 For the origin of the concept of affordances, see Gibson, 1977; Norman, 1999 
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Writers have argued that, far from being merely another device used by people 
within the city, the mobile phone is changing people’s core perceptions of self, 
community, time and space in the city, and profoundly affecting the ways cities are 
used and experienced (Townsend, 2000; Kopomaa, 2001; Katz and Aakhus, 2002; 
Wilkström, 2005). Ling and Pedersen (2005) write on the socio-psychological 
effects of the use of mobile digital communication technologies in physical public 
and private spaces. This proposition is extended to show how mobile phone use in 
cities problematizes distinctions between public and private spaces and actions 
(Ling, 2002) and to illustrate how the evolution of the mobile phone’s material 
design relate to the ‘democratisation’ of this technology (Fortunati, 2006).  
 
Many of the changes in social interaction and spatial practice that are enabled by 
cellular phones are associated with the mobility made possible by cell phones’ 
nature as portable and personal, rather than fixed and shared, devices. 
Consequently, discussions of the social consequences of these technologies are 
often framed in terms of mobility. Brown, Green and Harper (2002) collect 
ethnographic essays on various issues and phenomena in urban life surrounding 
mobile technologies. Sheller and Urry (2006) demonstrate the effects of mobile 
technologies on social patterns and practices through a series of case studies in 
various cities. Ito, Okabe and Matsuda (2006) present a multi-faceted and 
empirically-based survey and discussion of the effects of the portability and 
personalisation of communications technology on urban social life in Japan. 
 
If mobility is the keyword that stands for the transformative impetus of the mobile 
phone on social interactions and spatial practice, the corresponding concept for 
Internet-mediated communication is virtuality. I do not use this to refer to purely 
virtual Internet venues, but rather to denote the effects that the supplementing of 
physical spatial practice with practice in such virtual venues has on urban life in the 
physical city. Laguerre (2006) reports on a study that reveals the effects of the 
Internet on the social environment of the highly “wired” Silicon Valley / San 
Francisco Metropolitan area. Horrigan (2001) compares the different ways in which 
virtual venues of the Internet are used by community organizations as catalysts for 
action in physical urban space in five mid-sized American cities. Aurigi et al (2005) 
have told how virtual Internet forums are changing the governance of cities in 
Europe. 
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The scope of different types of action in and on the city scrutinised in these 
readings gives an indication of the range of urban moves and scales that I 
understand as being subsumed within ‘urban spatial practice’. The sources listed 
above contributed to providing an illustration of the diversity of phenomena that 
would have to be considered in forming a theoretical understanding of digital 
mediation of urban life. 
 
1.3. Space, materiality and digital mediation 
The prevalent use of adjectival pairs such as analogue/digital and physical/virtual in 
current parlance to distinguish different facets of the computer-mediated experience 
from their ‘real world’ counterparts evinces a conception that the intervention of 
digital mediation in a practice somehow relegates it to the status of ‘other’, that 
must be distinguished from the rest of human experience and endeavour. 
Contradistinctively, the trope of ‘space’ has found ready and widespread application 
as a metaphor in discourses of digitality, most famously in the term ‘cyberspace’, 
which posits that a (distinct) virtual world can be conceived and experienced as a 
three-(or more)-dimensional extension separate from, but essentially homologous 
to, physical space.  
 
The pursuit of this thesis relied alternately on the drawing of distinctions between 
the realms of ‘the digital/virtual’ and ‘the analogue/physical’, and the subsequent 
transgressing and negation of such distinctions. The initial idea of bringing together 
digital and physical modes of interaction presumes their separateness, while at the 
same time professing that this separateness is a construct (or point-of-view) and 
that a shift in point-of-view or a reconfiguring of the rules of the construct could 
dissolve the necessity or appropriateness of any such cognitive separation. This 
section surveys current thought and practice in the complex relationships that 
actually or potentially exist between digital technologies and physical space and 
materiality. 
 
1.3.1. Ubiquitous Computing 
Weiser (1991: 94) is credited with first proposing the idea of ubiquitous computing, 
in which computers become invisible and embedded in the environment rather than 
existing as discreet objects, and interactivity becomes a pervasive quality of the 
environment rather than something requiring intentional interaction with a computer-
as-object. Weiser’s cited paper begins with the statement: “the most profound 
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technologies are those that disappear. They weave themselves into the fabric of 
everyday life until they are indistinguishable from it” (p.1). In his book “Digital 
Ground: Architecture, Pervasive Computing and Environmental Knowing”, Malcolm 
McCullough (2004) gives a patently architectural point of view on ubiquitous 
computing and argues for the use of this technology for a deepening of sense of 
place, in design for interaction of people with places, as well as with each other 
within places. Beginning in the autumn of 2007, Khan, Scholz and Shepherd (2007, 
2008a, 2008b) have edited three in an ongoing series of pamphlets (available in 
paper and digital forms from www.situatedtechnologies.net) on the implications of 
ubiquitous computing for urbanism and architecture. Their stated goal is to 
encourage dialogue between designers and technology experts to address the 
challenges and opportunities brought by this technology for the future of cities. 
 
1.3.2. Embodied interaction 
Taking Weiser’s idea of ubiquitous computing further, and addressing the question 
of how one would conceive of interacting with computers that had become 
“invisible”, Hiroshi Ishii and Brygg Ullmer of the Tangible Media Group at the MIT 
Media Lab use the phrase “tangible bits” (Ishii and Ullmer, 1997) to express the 
linking of physical objects and perceptible environmental events with digital systems 
and processes in ways that allow natural and instinctive manipulation and 
perception of the digital world through one’s senses and bodily movements, 
seamlessly linking “bits and atoms”. These researchers later proposed a conceptual 
framework for “tangible user interfaces” (Ullmer and Ishii, 2001), which are physical 
objects or environments that function simultaneously as representations and 
controls of digital media. Dourish (2001) appeals to a phenomenological model of 
action in the world to argue for an understanding of interaction as tangible and 
social, located in social and physical reality rather than abstracted in a projected 
virtual space or interface.  
 
In the past decade, there have been dozens or perhaps hundreds of experiments 
and projects trying out applications of digital technologies in the city to extend, 
duplicate, contradict, obviate, tweak or otherwise enter into a co-defining relation 
with social and spatial practice in cities. McGrath and Shane (2005) compile a 
sampling of projects and proposals that illustrate a global cross-section of current 
trends in this area. 
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1.3.3. Locative technologies and grounded computing 
Locative media refers to a set of applications of location-based technologies that 
link information to physical geographical locations. Supporting technologies for 
these applications include mobile phones, wireless laptop computers, RFID (Radio 
Frequency Identification), GPS (global positioning systems) and GIS (geographical 
information systems). Basic locative technology is now commonplace in mobile 
phones and PDAs, but there is a growing amount of attention being given to the 
potential of locative media as the basis for a revolution in urban spatial design, as 
spatial practice and digital practice are overlaid through the linking of layers of 
digital information with physical spaces and allowing for the real-time navigation 
and experiencing of this dual space. The now-iconic “Headmap Manifesto” for 
locative media (Headmap, 2004) is a rambling treatise proclaiming a new age in 
which society is transformed through this spatializing and externalizing of 
computation and interaction (as anticipated in some of the projects of Archigram in 
the 1960s (Cook, 1972). Hemment (2004) complements this optimism with a 
cautionary scenario of a “locative dystopia” brought about by the sacrifice of privacy 
and surrendering-up of real-time information on one’s actions as a prerequisite for 
participation, echoing critiques of surveillance technology in public space (Whitaker, 
1999; Lyon, 2001). Galloway and Ward (2006) consider the implications of this 
medium as regards the authorship and ownership of the information embedded in 
physical places by this technology. McCullough (2006: 29) suggests that the 
locative media-enabled urbanism of the mediated environment is not about physical 
location, movement or boundaries, but rather that urbanism is “in how people obtain, 
layer and manage their connections”. 
 
Such utopian or dystopian proclamations and ethical considerations at the promises 
of a new technology are of course always accompanied (and often outstripped) by 
pragmatic market-driven applications of the same. IBM, with its proposed 
WorldBoard global infrastructure (Spohrer, 1999) of pervasive augmented reality 
using geographically situated information to impose digital information and virtual 
objects on our perception of any place in the word, foresees a totalizing and 
commercialized future for the application of locative media. 
 
Zook and Graham (2007) write on how the accessing of geocoded Internet data can 
be used to create hybrid experiences of physical and virtual spaces that go beyond 
the simple accessing of information (as would be possible from a guide book) to 
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activate different layers of experience of spaces through superimposition of virtual 
information-scapes onto physical landscapes. Locative technologies can also 
support user-led cartography (QUT, 2007) of cities by individuals, and collaborative 
cartography (www.webmapper.net/carto2003) (also called collaborative mapping) 
by communities. Existing applications like editgrid (www.editgrid.com) can already 
support online collaborative mapping (Canadian Cartographic Association, 2006).  
 
David Rokeby’s Neighborhood Markup Language (NML) (Rokeby, 2001) and the 
Swedish GeoNotes project (Persson and Fagerberg, 2002) are examples of early 
proposals for the tagging of physical space with digital annotations. Tagging of 
urban space has since become the medium of projects in many cities, typically 
using semacode barcodes which are mounted in public spaces and can be scanned 
by mobile phone cameras and used to link to urls (i.e. Katrinebjerg, no date given). 
Among locative media designers, Timo Arnall (2004) has a particularly extensive 
and well-documented compendium of his many spatial annotation projects on his 
website (www.elasticspace.com/2004/06/spatial-annotation). Such geographically-
linked information is referred to as “location-based content” and the process of 
linking such information to specific locales “geocaching”. 
 
Flash mobs – large groups of people who, prompted by sms or e-mail notification, 
gather at a specific place at an arranged time to perform an unexpected act and 
then disperse – are a familiar example of a primitive locative use of technology. 
Location-based games make use of locative media in order to use the physical 
space of the city as a field for the playing of digitally-mediated games. Technologies 
used can be complex and specific, but they are often as simple as the sms, GPS or 
camera functions of a mobile phone. The London-based artists group Blast Theory, 
perhaps the best known purveyors of this medium, see their location based games 
as explorations of social and political implications of the use of these technologies 
(www.blasttheory.co.uk). The sheer number of games and projects using locative 
technologies makes a representative survey here impractical. The specifics of 
individual projects will be cited later in the thesis as they become relevant. Good 
online bibliographies on locative media have been compiled by Nicolas Nova (2004) 
of the École Polytechnique Fédérale de Lausanne and by the Leonardo Electronic 
Almanac (Hemment, et al., 2006). 
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1.3.4. Mediated urban spaces 
Townsend (2004) posits that a new type of urban place is emerging, characterized 
by a density of interactive displays and systems. He illustrates this thesis through 
analyses of four case studies of highly “mediated” existing urban spaces (Times 
Square and Union Square, New York; Shibuya, Tokyo and Digital Media City, Seoul) 
These urban environments are formed, in a fashion that is both truly urban and truly 
public, from the accumulation of works by many actors, rather than the structured 
and contained design of one author. 
 
Gausa et al (2001:430) cite Ascher’s (1995, cited in ibid) coining of the word 
“metapolis” to refer to the new species of urban entity that emerges when the 
historical “metropolis” of the city is augmented and transformed by new economic, 
geographical, political, social, technical and communicational realities that evade 
the accustomed ways of understanding cities. In a discussion of the workshop 
“Metapolis and Urban Life” held at the Ubicomp 2004 Conference on Ubiquitous 
Computing, in which a group of invited practitioners ran a series of projects 
involving the interaction between urban space and digital systems. Paulos et al 
(2005) propose a rough taxonomy of themes that they saw as composing a pool of 
positions drawn on by the practitioners involved in the workshop. These themes are: 
shadow city, collaborative challenge, hybrid histories, inbetween and nondisciplined 
spaces, alternate playgrounds, urban archeology, open traversal, exposed urban 
environments, operational metapolis, hacked metapolis, parasitic metapolis, open 
source, alternate economies, town hall, community mapping and parallel metapolis. 
Workshops like UbiComp – annual semi-annual or one-off – are a fertile breeding 
ground and important public forum for projects in the digital mediation of urban 
public space. Some, like UbiComp (ubicomp.org) are technically-based. Others 
have developed out of arts and media festivals. Examples of the most prominent 
and longest-running of such annual festivals are Transmediale, Berlin 
(www.transmediale.de), Ars Electronica, Linz (www.aec.at; Druckrey, 1999), ISEA 
(International Symposium on Electronic Art) (www.isea2008.org) and 
ART+COMMUNICATION, Riga (www.rixc.lv). The crossover in themes and ideas 
between technology-centered and arts-centered events testifies to the 
multidisciplinary nature and inclusive cultural relevance of digitally-mediated spatial 
practice. 
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“Augmented reality” refers to the overlaying of layers of virtual information onto the 
physical world, usually experiencable only through head-mounded displays, 
datagloves and other high-end interfaces. There have been numerous proposals for 
the use of augmented reality in enhancing the urban experience, typically in the 
areas of tourism (i.e. Schnädelbach, 2002) and wayfinding. An overview of the 
history and perceived potentials of this technology of spatial mediation can be found 
in Haller et al (2006). The University of Rochester’s “augmented reality page” 
(www.se.rit.edu/~jrv/research/ar/) has links to the pages of numerous augmented 
reality projects and writings. 
 
1.3.5. Social technologies / social computing 
Bijker, Hughes and Pinch (1987) pioneered the serious study of the social 
construction of technology. They proposed and illustrated the thesis that 
technologies are not neutral or universal but that they must rather be understood as 
artifacts that exist within social systems, within which they attain their application 
and their meaning. Schiffer (2001) collects essays and case studies on the 
anthropology of technology, illustrating the co-dependence and co-formation 
between societies and the technologies they use. MacKenzie and Wajcman (1999) 
compile writings situating technological systems within cultural discourses of power 
structures, gender relations and other themes in the political economies of socio-
technological systems. Aronowitz et al (1996) take a cultural studies perspective on 
related issues. Katz (2003) brings the social technologies perspective to bear on 
the topic of digital mediation and personal communications technology, bringing to 
light both the similarities and the differences between the social implications of 
these technologies and those of older technological systems. 
 
Such a point of view on technological systems as socially constructed may actually 
be more apparent and literal today than previously, in view of the many examples of 
digitally-mediated social situations that can be collectively discussed under the term 
“social computing” (i.e. Schuler, 2007). This term refers to the digitally-mediated 
formation and maintaining of social groups through so-called “social software”, 
which is seen as one of the primary distinguishing characteristics of Web 2.0, the 
purported present state in the evolution of the world wide web from a network of 
information distribution to a network of social relations. Communal content creation 
and the open source movement are further developments of social technologies, in 
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which content and coding are created through use by the people who make up the 
social group. 
 
The references discussed within the preceding subsections extend the range of 
applications of digital technology that could contribute to the mediation of urban 
spatial practice, beyond the current popular use of cell phones and Internet 
revealed in the readings on current practice of digital mediation in cities. They also 
give the beginnings of a theoretical backing upon which these observed 
phenomena, both in Chinese cities and in urban contexts across the world, can be 
positioned, as well as indicating possible narratives on which to structure 
imaginations of trajectories for future developments. 
 
In the mid-1980s, Actor Network Theory (ANT) was pioneered by Bruno Latour, 
Michel Callon and John Law at the École nationale supérieure des mines de Paris, 
as a framework for conceiving and understanding sociotechnical processes. Latour 
(1987) is the most comprehensive exposition on the principles of ANT during iits 
inception. ANT is based on relational materiality, which aids in understanding the 
role of material and technical components in social relations. Networks are defined 
by a collection of actants and the relationships between them. An actant can be any 
agent that can associate with other such agents. Actants are defined not by intrinsic 
characteristics but rather by the relations they establish within networks. Such 
networks are also not a priori but exist only by virtue of being constantly 
“performed” by the actants of which they consist (Callon, 1986). Law and Hassard 
(1999) critically assess the achievements of ANT, its strengths and weaknesses, 
and its diffusion from its origins in Science and Technology Studies to many other 
fields. Latour (2005) challenges conventional models of human societies and 
suggests a remodelling of the social sciences on the basis or Actor-network Theory. 
 
Translation has been called the core concept of ANT (Crawford, 2004). In this 
context, translation refers to the ways in which power is exercised within networks 
to reproduce and prioritise some interactions and repress others. The ANT principle 
of generalized symmetry requires that all actants in a network, be they human or 
other, be described in the same terms, as equivalent participants each capable of 
agency3. In this view, no element in a system, sentient or otherwise, is a mute tool 
                                                
3 Agency is not to be confused with intentionality in this context. The exertion of influence does not 
require sentience or consciousness. 
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driven by, or utilized by other actants. Thus heterogeneous networks of multiple 
actants of different characters are established (Law, 1992) Amin and Thrift apply 
the idea of generalized symmetry in heterogeneous networks to the city to arrive at 
a “machinic” conception of the urban that does not reduce the city to a linear input-
output machine, but rather conceives of it as a collection of interacting and evolving 
networks – social, technical, economic, biological, etc. (Amin and Thrift, 2002: 78). 
 
1.4. The Chinese mediated urban context 
Sensational headlines such as that of the Chinese government’s plans to 
inaugurate twenty new cities each year in the twenty years from 2001 to 2020 
aroused my fascination by giving inklings of a type and scale of urbanism and a 
speed of urbanization that must certainly transgress many of my learned 
preconceptions about cities. I started this research with little idea of the realities of 
Chinese cities and set out to gain knowledge and an understanding of the policy 
and mechanisms that inspire and enable such measures and the lived reality of 
urban citizens in China today. The references consulted in this pursuit include 
policy documents (to understand the logic and mechanisms at play in the 
establishment of these cities), scholarly texts on contemporary Chinese urban 
social phenomena (to gain a situated comprehension of the ways in which urban 
inhabitants negotiate these environments) and news articles (to follow the current 
unfolding of relevant events). 
 
1.4.1. 21st century Chinese urbanism 
Zhu’s (2004) demonstration of historical spatial strategies in imperial Beijing 
contributes to the groundwork for understanding of today’s Chinese cities, which 
present a complex mix of continuity, rejection and re-appropriation of elements of 
imperial cities. Different tellings of the history of modern (post-1949) urban 
development in China are offered by Tang (1994) and Lu (2006). Yeh’s (1999) 
Bibliography on Socio-Economic Development and Urban Development in China is 
an indispensable, if dated, resource on publications pertaining to the historical 
development of the Chinese city. 
 
The connection between China’s much-touted economic transformation and 
changes in urban life is a perennial and shifting topic, which has been inspiring a 
regular flow of scholarly publications These include volumes edited by Logan 
(2002), Cannon (2000), Davis et al (1995) and Chu and Hsu (1983). There have 
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also been many recent publications charting, quantifying and offering models for 
China’s current process of urbanization, such as Chen, Liu and Zhang (2004) and 
Guldin (1992). Zhu (1999) makes explicit links between economic transition and 
urban transition in China. Yusuf and Wu (1997) compare the different ways in which 
physical urban growth has manifested itself in three different Chinese cities – 
Shanghai, Tianjin and Guangzhou. Hsieh and Lu (2004) have edited a multifaceted 
overview of China’s transformation, told in terms of changes in the country’s 
geographies (social, technological, economic, political). 
 
Wing Shing Tang, Associate Professor in the Department of Geography at the 
Baptist University of Hong Kong is a leading scholar in Chinese urban geography. 
He has done a critique of urban planning theories in China (Tang, 1998), and a 
critical survey of available literature on urban planning in China (Tang, 2000) and 
argued that planning practice in China can best be understood as a “technology of 
government”, a perspective which he finds lacking in previous writings on the 
subject. He has also published an explanation of Chinese urbanisation in terms of 
ideological programmes and spatial effects (Tang, 1997). Papers co-authored by Dr. 
Tang discuss specific mechanisms related to planning and urban geography – such 
as land-use planning (Ng and Tang, 1999a), urban system planning (Ng and Tang, 
1999b) and urban regeneration (Ng and Tang, 2000) – in the cities of the Pearl 
River Delta. In addition to the knowledge I have gained from his writings, Prof. Tang 
has been a helpful conversation partner in my endeavor to understand historical 
and current developments in Chinese cities, for which I am indebted to him. 
 
The planning scholar and theorist Ken Friedmann has devoted the last decade 
since his “retirement” to writing on the unique model of urbanization currently 
unfolding in China. His book “China’s Urban Transition” (Friedmann, 2005a) 
describes this context in terms of the particular historical and socio-political 
characteristics that distinguish China from other urbanized societies and manifest 
themselves in a new generation of urban environments. Based on the insights 
presented in this book, he is also pursuing a theorization of  “place-making” in 
contemporary Chinese cities (Friedmann, 2005b; Friedmann, 2007). 
 
Complementing these works on planning and socio-spatial dynamics in China’s 
cities are other writings, which investigate urban change in China from the point of 
view of the situated experiences of the inhabitants of these cities. Link et al (2002) 
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have edited a volume of cultural studies-related essays on the ways in which 
different social groups and subcultures construct meaning in their day-to-day lives 
in the new China. Tyson and Tyson (1995) sketch the range of social situations in 
today’s China with a series of compelling personal histories of Chinese citizens 
from different walks of life. Blum and Jensen (2002) see China as complex and de-
centered, and pursue an understanding of the nation through essays on its marginal 
groups, regions and societies. Chen et al (2001) use personal narratives and 
anthropological approaches to show the role of the idea of “the urban” in Chinese 
society and how this idea is evolving with the current phase of urbanization. A 
focused discussion of the dilemma of Chinese workers in the transition from a 
centralized to a state economy is provided by O’Leary (1998). 
 
1.4.2. The floating population 
China’s migrant “floating population” comprises more than one hundred million 
workers who migrate between their rural home villages and jobs in cities, providing 
indispensable cheap labour for the factories and building sites of China’s booming 
cities but forbidden by hukou (household registration) laws from settling in the city. 
This demographic group is an area of great interest within discussions of 21st 
century Chinese urbanism. Solinger (1999) gave an early assessment of the 
floating population as a transforming agent for Chinese state and society. Zhang 
(2001) has written a volume describing the phenomenon of the floating population 
in terms of the construction of space and of shifts in social and power structures 
with implications for China as a whole. Faure and Liu (2002) give an account of the 
origins and effects of the urban-rural divide in China, which is straddled in new 
ways by the floating population. Liu, Li and Zhang (2003) describe and analyze 
spatial patterns of urban-rural migration by the floating population and project 
possible future developments. Tang and Chung (2002) deal with the role of informal 
and illegal construction in the transition of land from rural to urban. Throp (2001) 
uses the floating population to exemplify informal market developments in Chinese 
cities. Lin and Yao (1999) discuss the floating population in light of the trend of rural 
industrialization, and Yu (2003) addresses the role of the migrant population in 
fueling rural development and regional integration. 
 
Many of the books cited in earlier sections of this chapter also contain chapters or 
sections on various points of view on the floating population. Chan (in Hsieh and Lu, 
2004) gives a quantitative and explanatory overview of the floating population in 
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China. Solinger (1997) lays out a survey of the employment sectors in which 
migrant workers are predominantly active, and (in Davis et al, 1995; and in Blum 
and Jensen, 2002) assesses the opportunities and barriers to migrant workers in 
China becoming integrated into urban society. Tyson and Tyson’s book (1995: 7-38) 
contains a chapter on a migrant worker’s visit back to her home village. Smith (2000: 
91-114) analyses the floating population as a new underclass in China’s cities. 
 
Chan (2002: 163-188) uses personal letters between migrant workers and their 
families to understand their life world and values. Jie and Taubmann (2002: 183-
197) present a detailed discussion of the enclaves formed by migrant workers in the 
cities in which they work. One particularly famous such enclave was Zhejiangcun, 
the largest migrant settlement in Beijing. The history and sociology of this urban 
village are the subject of a number of studies, including Jeong (2002), Liu and Liang 
(1997) and Li (2001). 
 
As a distinctive phenomenon within the social transformations taking place within 
contemporary Chinese society, the floating population has been the subject of 
numerous documentary films in recent years. One of the earliest of these was Ellen 
Chu’s 1998 film “Working Sister” (Da gong mei), about a sixteen year old migrant 
worker girl’s Chinese New Year visit to her home village, drawing attention to her 
negotiation between familial obligations in the village and her degraded but 
independent life in the city. “China Blue” (Micha Peled, 2006) records the inhuman 
working conditions faced by young migrant girls labouring in a Chinese factory to 
feed the American retail giant Wal-mart’s demand for just-in-time supply of low-
price products. “Demolition” (Chai qian) by J.P. Sniadecki (2008) documents a 
group of thirty male and female migrant demolition workers in Chengdu, exploring 
the internal interactions within this social unit and their interactions with the society 
of the city. 
 
Besides documentaries in the vein of those discussed above, members of the 
floating population have also figured prominently as characters in the fictional films 
of China’s so-called “Sixth Generation” filmmakers, whose movies are 
characterized by their social realist approach and attention to often controversial 
themes in contemporary Chinese society4. 
                                                
4 In contradistinction to the romanticized historical spectacles that characterized the so-called “fifth 
generation” as exemplified by the films of Zhang Yimou and Chen Kaige. 
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In “Beijing Bicycle” (Shí qī suì de dān chē) directed by Wang Xiaoshuai (2001), two 
teenage boys, one migrant and one middle-class, repeatedly and with increasing 
violence, steal the same bicycle from one another. Each boy sees the bicycle as 
necessary for his participation in China’s social and economic boom (for the migrant 
boy, through access to employment as a courier, and for the middle-class boy, 
through acceptance among his materialistic peer group). The protagonist in Wang’s 
subsequent film, “Drifters” (Èr dì) (Wang, 2003) is an illegal overseas migrant from 
Fujian who has been expelled from the US. The risks and exertions that he was 
willing to take for a chance at even a menial and marginalized role in American 
society contrast with the apathy he exhibits towards own country’s drive toward 
modernization and the aimlessness of his life upon return to China. 
 
Jia Zhangke’s 2004 film “The World” sets Zhao Xiaotao, a female migrant from 
Shanxi, as a stage show dancer in a Beijing theme park. Her costumed and 
scripted act is as much an empty staging of her supposed integration into China’s 
economic boom as the theme park itself is a hollow symbol of China’s supposed 
integration into global society. Two migrant workers are also at the centre of Jia’s 
(2006) later film “Still Life”5 (San xia hao ren), which shows a middle class female 
migrant and a working class male returning to the site of the village they had left, 
now flooded by the Three Gorges Dam.  
 
1.4.3. Urban villages 
Zhejiangcun, mentioned in the previous subsection, is an enclave built by members 
of the floating population on vacant land in Beijing. Another type of “urban village” 
(cheng zhong cun) in which Chinese migrants tend to settle are former rural 
settlements that have been swallowed up within expanding cities and have 
undergone extreme densification while still retaining their form and identity as 
foreign bodies in the city. The villagers have changed from farmers to landlords, 
providing affordable housing to members of the “floating population”. For planners, 
urban villages are a dilemma, evading the structures of control and processes of 
planning by which planners seek to steer a city’s development. 
 
Wei and Yan (2005) decry the prevalence of literature that depicts Chinese urban 
villages as areas of urban blight in need of redevelopment. They propose that such 
urban villages fulfill a necessary role in the development of Chinese cities, providing 
                                                
5 Winner of the Grand Prize at the 2006 Venice Film Festival 
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housing for migrants and income sources for erstwhile farmers, and that these 
villages should be maintained and indeed studied for lessons that can inform urban 
policy. Friedmann (2006) explains the reasons behind the emergence of “peri-
urban” situations in China, such as that presented by these villages, and discusses 
the problems that arise out of the unaccustomed juxtapositions of social classes 
that this urban situation brings. 
 
Uehara (2006) sees these urban villages, which he calls “ViCs” (villages in the city), 
as laboratories in which an “unknown urbanity” is gestating, a “new Chinese urban 
ecology” that offers an alternative to the money- and power-driven urban 
development that surrounds them. Qi, Kreibich and Baumgart (2007) articulate in 
some detail the ways in which informal development in urban villages in Ningbo fills 
a crucial niche in the city’s housing market, and remark on changes in government 
policy that appear to acknowledge this importance. Song (2007) concentrates on 
the role of urban villages in housing rural migrants. He (2009) provides a survey of 
different housing typologies that have emerged in the process of the development 
of these villages and explains how housing differentiation in urban villages 
influences differentiation in the city at large. 
 
Shipai village in Guangzhou has been the subject of a number of studies. Huang 
(2007) traces the metamorphosis of the relationship between Shipai village and 
urban Guangzhou between 1979 and 2003 to gain an understanding of how this 
special peri-urban condition has emerged. Qiu (2009: 163-182) exemplifies Shipai 
village’s intricate enmeshedness in the city of Guangzhou in a study of the various 
facets of its role and position within the information technology production, 
consumption and distribution landscape of the city. 
 
Architects and architectural educators, both within China and without, have also 
addressed the issue of ViCs in China. Indicatively, the Chinese architectural firm 
URBANUS sees urban villages as organically functioning mini-cities within 
sometimes dysfunctional planned cities. The firm members see themselves as 
actively engaging the urban village type in its built works within the specific urban 
condition represented by these districts (Meng, 2008). In 2004/2005 Uehara led a 
research studio at the Berlage Institute in Rotterdam, resulting in a publication 
describing and depicting the socio-economic and spatial processes that 
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characterize ViCs, including a focused study of Shipai village and projects for the 
future development of the village (Uehara, 2006, 2008). 
 
1.4.4. The “digital leap forward” 
Hughes and Wacker (2003) discuss the importance of digital infrastructure 
development in the Chinese government’s vision for the rapid development of 
China in what is being called the “Digital Leap Forward” in reference to the “Great 
Leap Forward” program of industrialization instituted by Mao (with what are 
generally considered catastrophic social and humanitarian results) from 1958 to 
1960. The question of how the development of China as an information society 
would parallel or differ from the experiences of other countries has been the subject 
of ongoing speculation, most intensely during the past decade (Mueller and Tan, 
1997; Shen, 1999; Qiu, 2003). 
 
The China Internet Network Information Center (CNNIC) (sic) is a branch of the 
Ministry of Information, in charge of functions such as IP address and domain name 
registry, information search services and also the collection and publication of 
statistics on the Chinese Internet. Twice a year, since November, 1997, the Center 
has published a “Statistical Survey on the Internet Development in China” (1997,… 
2008), which quantify the spread and development of the Internet infrastructure and 
penetration in China, and also give statistics on the profile of the users of the 
Internet in China, the reasons they use the Internet, the services they use and their 
stated opinions regarding Internet use.  
 
One obvious trend that is apparent from such statistical information is the existence 
of a “digital divide” in China between those who have access to the Internet and 
those who do not. This division tends to parallel and exacerbate existing divisions 
(urban/rural, east/west) between the haves and have-nots. Harrington (2001), 
Giese (2003) and others write in detail on this phenomenon and its implications for 
China’s future. 
 
“China’s Internet Regulations” have been published for public access (Xinhau State 
News Agency, 2000). The web and the news media are full of responses to, and 
analyses of these policies. Governmental regulation of digital networks in China has 
also been the topic of numerous scholarly papers, For example, Li (2003) gives an 
overview of how the Chinese government exercises control over the digital 
CHAPTER 1. LITERATURE REVIEW 
 33 
telecommunications sector through policy, and sees China’s Information Policy as 
emerging from an “authoritarian stage” of rigid control into a “middle stage” of 
opening-up and tentative experimentation. Murray (2003) describes the expression 
of policies of control of digital communication in regulation in physical spaces, 
through a review of governmental policy on Internet cafes in China. 
 
Despite the controls being exercised in digitally-mediated communication in China, 
there is also much discussion of Chinese citzens’ use of the Internet to facilitate 
freer information exchange and to overstep social and political boundaries in their 
interactions (i.e. China’s Internet ‘Information Skirmish’, 2000; Kloet, 2001; 
Freedom of Expression, 2004). In an essay and interview with Xiao Qiang, past 
Director of Human Rights in China (HRIC) Glaser (2003) depicts the Internet as an 
arena in which the opposing values of social control and social freedom vie for 
predominance in day-to-day skirmishes. Speculation that the Internet may be 
instrumental to the emergence of a more open society in China, as represented by 
authors such as Tai (2006) and Zheng (2007), is currently popular. 
 
Building on the work of the renowned Chinese social anthropologist Fei Xiaotong, 
who conceptualized the Chinese idea of society as based on a network of personal 
relations that is perceived by each as being centered on the individual self (Fei, 
1992), Chu and Peng (2005) have identified and described culturally-specific 
aspects of the ways that Chinese people use mobile communications networks to 
construct and maintain a “situational self”, i.e. a conception of the self as situated 
within this social network. Xia (2006) proposes that Chinese modes of using mobile 
communications can be understood through a conceptual framework of four 
dimensions of Chinese cultural values: collectivism, personal relationships, high 
power distance and high context communication. On a cautionary note regarding 
the uses of digital networks within the Chinese context, though, the (perhaps 
already actualized) potential of mobile networks as tools for surveillance of 
subscribers by the Chinese government is seen by some as cause for 
apprehension (AFP, 2008).  Zhao (2007) examines in detail the tensions between 
the “state-led”, “market-oriented and technologically-driven” official programme for 
China’s digital revolution and the various attempts by Chinese citizens to re-
introduce a social dimension into this programme through subversion, activism and 
resistance. 
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The sociological manifestations surrounding the use of cell phones amongst 
China’s floating population has been the topic of a number of recent studies, which 
have revealed, for example, the use of this technology in maintaining social 
networks despite dispersal and mobility (Wang et al, 2007) and the significance of 
mobile phone use in the consumption practices of this segment of Chinese society, 
as well as the actualization of their aspirations in terms of lifestyle and social 
contact (Lin and Tong, 2005). 
 
Because China’s urban and digital transformation is an ongoing process, web and 
paper-based news media have been crucial in following day-to-day developments 
in all of the topics discussed above. The China Daily is an English-language state-
run (and thus politically-colored) newspaper published throughout China. The South 
China Morning Post is a Hong Kong based independent daily newspaper, which is 
more inclined to present critical views on government policy or social developments 
in China. 
 
Web-based mainstream news sites have helped me in following events and trends 
that provide articulation and a constantly-accruing database of empirical 
manifestations and variants of the themes presented in the more scholarly sources. 
The China Daily has its own web portal (www.chinadaily.com.cn) as does the 
People’s Daily (www.peopledaily.com.cn;  www.people.com.cn), another state-run 
mainland Chinese newspaper. Websites for the promotion of Chinese language and 
culture (www.china.org.cn), for disseminating information and news on China to an 
international audience (www.chinagate.com.cn), a portal for Chinese economic 
affairs (China Economic Net, en.ce.cn) and the website of China Radio International 
(CRI online, www.chinabroadcast.cn; www.cri.cn) all provided a steady flow of 
stories illustrating the actual practice and experience of China’s urban and digital 
transformation. However, as the .cn domain extension on all of these sites indicates, 
these are all mainland-China-based (and for the most part government-run) sites, 
which has implications for the criteria for the newsworthiness of items and the tone 
of the critical stance (or avoidance thereof) taken in the reportage. 
 
Online weblogs (blogs) are sources of critical or alternative opinions on the events 
and trends surrounding the digital mediation of Chinese urban life, as well as 
providing details that may not appear in the official news media. While I do not 
intend to give credence to the accuracy or objectivity of the items appearing in 
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these forums, they do give insights into the points of view of individuals or 
organizations, which supplement the official news channels with personal, unofficial 
perspectives. Blogs in and about China have been proliferating in recent years 
(Qiang, 2004). Such blogs, especially those with topics having to do with urban 
issues and digital technology, are too numerous and various (and often short-lived) 
to give any representative survey here. Examples of blogs that have been 
informative to me in this research include one that excerpts, translates and explains 
cultural practices from the Chinese-language Internet for non-Chinese readers 
(www.aslowboat.com), remarks of a Chinese journalist abroad on media and 
society in her homeland (josieliu.blogspot.com), a Chinese-American tech worker’s 
informed commentary on cultural and societal issues and occurrences in China 
(chunzhu.wordpress.com), a self-proclaimed “exploration of virtual experiences and 
environments in and about China” (www.virtual-china.org), a China-based American 
expatriate web entrepreneur and consultant, who coined the acronym IWOM 
(Internet Word of Mouth) to describe the millions of blog and bulletin board 
conversations on the Internet as a textual grassroots social history, blogging about 
net culture and the role of digital technologies in developing China 
(www.seeisee.com), a site collecting and diffusing stories about “media, advertising 
and urban life in China” (www.danwei.org), a Hong Kong based computer scientist 
observing the interplay between technology, money and society in Chinese cities 
(www.thechinastory.org) and a blog about the digital mediation of life in Beijing, run 
by the President of the Beijing Macintosh User Group (www.raccontaonline.com).    
 
The news sites mentioned in the preceding paragraphs served as central sources 
from which the dataset on actually existing mediated urban life in the Chinese 
context – discussed in a later chapter – was assembled. 
 
The Chinese urban context was initially intended as the overarching body of 
knowledge within which the project (as the outcome of this PhD was initially 
conceived) would be situated, and in relation to which it would attain its relevance. It 
has since been relegated to the position of a context for a scenario that 
demonstrates specific possible manifestations of the general principles proposed in 
the thesis (the role, relevance and methods of this scenario will be discussed at 
greater length in the chapter on methodology). Therefore, the breadth and number 
of readings is perhaps disproportionate to the final status of this topic within the 
research, but has served well in giving me a contextual awareness upon which the 
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scenario could be insightfully constructed. Of particular interest, within this general 
appreciation of the specificity of contemporary Chinese urbanism, was the role that 
the use of digital technologies played in this urban phenomenon. 
 
1.5. The urban and the digital 
The topics of digitally-mediated spatial practice and 21st century Chinese urbanism 
have remained components of the framing of the context of this thesis, although 
their relative positions in relation to the thesis and my argument have been in 
perpetual migration through the whole course of the research. Though my readings 
in these areas contributed a rich base of knowledge from within which I could 
imagine and demonstrate the field in which I was researching, they did not provide 
a ready-made theoretical construct that I saw as commensurate to my proposition 
and upon which a programme of enquiry might be established. 
 
At the outset, I conceived the pivotal proposition of my thesis as being constituted in 
the forced association of two types of design artefacts – the digital interface and the 
urban place. Thus, the next set of references I approached were on the topics of 
interface theory and urban theory, in hopes of finding a common theoretical basis in 
terms of which a coming-together of interface and urbanism might be formulated. 
Out of some initial readings of foundational works on interface theory and on urban 
theory, a recognition of a recurrent vocabulary and theme coalesced, that spans 
between the ways in which interface theorists and urban theorists write about their 
respective areas. From this theme – that of semiotics – I was able to draw a 
language that enabled me to elucidate parallels and connections between the two 
realms of theory and that steered the focus of subsequent readings. My readings in 
the field of semiotics subsequently led me to the area of discourse and, within that, 
to theories of practice. 
 
1.5.1. Semiotics 
The field of semiotics deals with the ways in which meanings are communicated 
between agents through languages and other systems of symbols. Although the 
word semeiotics was used by both Stubbes (1670) and Locke (1823) to refer to the 
interpretation of signs in medicine, the first use of the term to refer to a general 
theory of signs and signification was by Peirce (Peirce, Hartshorne and Weiss, 
1934), who categorized signs into three types: icons that signify by virtue of 
resemblance to that to which they referred (i.e. objectivist paintings), indexes whose 
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signification works by indicating (i.e. a boundary line on a sports field) and symbols 
whose relation to that which they signify is arbitrary and agreed by convention (i.e. 
words). 
 
Ferdinand de Saussure (1916/1998) gave the name langue to any system (literally, 
language) of such arbitrary signs and their rules for use and combination. He 
contrasted this to parole (or speech), which refers to the system as actually used, 
spoken and written. He proclaimed that languages are not static and continue to 
grow and mutate because, although the langue is fixed (or changes only through 
lugubrious processes), parole is reinvented with every speech or writing act and is 
constantly open to new expressions. He also stated that each abstract word or 
symbol, which he calls a signifier, received its meaning not by any objective or 
necessary connection between itself and its signified, but by virtue of it’s not 
referring to any other signified  (Holdcroft, 1991). 
 
Morris (1938), defined three mechanisms within semiotics 6 : semantics is the 
relation between signs and the things they signify, syntax is the relations between 
signs independent of their meaning, and pragmatics is the relation between the 
language or sign system and the person who is using it. Greimas (1987) sees 
systems of signification as more important than the signifying function of individual 
signs, which underlies his development of generative semiotics (Violi and Carden, 
2001). Although primarily studying semiotic processes in animals (biosemiotics), 
Jakob von Uexküll (1920: 116-117) contributes to semiotics the idea of the Umwelt 
(the environment as perceived subjectively by the organism) and the Funktionskries 
(“functional cycle” or the feedback loop by which an organism perceives and 
processes the aspects of the Umgebung (environment) that are relevant to the 
organism) (Mandik and Clark, 2002).  
 
Roland Barthes and Umberto Eco are among the best known of the thinkers 
responsible for extending the application of semiotics outside of language 
(conceived narrowly) into literary criticism, cultural criticism and other fields. Barthes, 
for example, writes on the semiotics of fashion (1967), on the particularly Japanese 
relation with signs (1970) and the semiotics of cultural practices like professional 
wrestling, advertising, photography and cinema (1977). Eco began his career as a 
medievalist and is best known in popular culture for his semiotics-inspired novels 
                                                
6 This distinction is also standard in linguistics. 
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(1983, 1989, 1995, 2001, 2005). He has written a “Theory of Semiotics” (1976) in 
which he disputes the idea that the meaning of signs is derived from the things to 
which they refer, and challenges the notion that semiotics should concern itself with 
the rules for signification, or the ways in which signifiers are linked to the things they 
signify. Instead, he pleads for the pursuit of a theory of how signs are produced and 
interpreted in performative (my word choice) use. This is in stark contrast to 
semioticians like Danesi (1994), who considered communication as of secondary 
importance in semiotics compared to signification. Consequently, he counters 
Peirce’s triad of indexes, icons and symbols with four modes of sign production: 
recognition, ostension, replication and invention. Eco is also known for the related 
concept of the “open work” (opera aperta) (19897), which states that texts are fields 
of meaning in which every reader negotiates a meaning, rather than linear 
communications of the author’s “message”. The idea that the authority for ascribing 
meaning to any text, widely construed, lies with the community of readers of that 
text is referred to as “reception theory” (Hall, 1997). In the radical constructivist view, 
this authority is ascribed to the individual rather than the community, as the 
achieving of a veriable “shared” sense of meaning between members of a 
community is also subject to the similar constraints as the supposed transmission of 
meaning from author to reader. 
 
There has since been a plethora of writers emulating, extending and reacting to the 
work of these pioneers and applying semiotic analysis to all imaginable fields of 
human endeavour. The niches that are germane to the topic of this research, and 
which I spell out in more detail below, are digital (or computational, or interface) 
semiotics and urban semiotics. 
 
Digital semiotics 
While the use of language is generally considered as the realm of human beings, 
and meaning as something that is communicated between humans using symbols8, 
the proliferation of computers and the consequent increasingly commonplace 
nature of human-computer interaction (HCI) in the lives of people have introduced a 
new angle on semiotics. At least at the phenomenological level, people find 
themselves generating meaning through communication using symbols ‘with’ or 
‘through’ computers in the course of the practice of their day-to-day lives.  
                                                
7 Original publication in Italian was in 1962. 
8 Although there are several schools of thought on where in the communication act meaning actually 
resides (I take a position on this issue later in this text) 
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“Computational semiotics” is a general term for a sub-field of semiotics that deals 
with communication of meaning through systems of symbols in computation 
(Andersen, 1991). Branches of computational semiotics address the approximation 
of human thought processes within computer systems (Gudwin and Gomide, 1997) 
and the structuring of programming of computers (Andersen et al, 1993, ch.1) but 
the application of computational semiotics that is most relevant for my thesis is 
another branch, which has to do with the construction of meaning in human-
computer interaction. The site of this symbolic reading and writing, at which humans 
and computers communicate, is the interface (Erickson, 1990). A strain of interface 
theory has been developed that concentrates on the ways in which meaningful 
communication and action is supported and directed by human-computer interfaces 
(Andersen et al, 1993, part II; Alty and Knott, 1999; Wang and Huang, 2007). 
 
De Souza (2005) adopts the point of view on HCI that it is not human users and 
computers that are interacting, nor is it human users and other human users 
through the medium of the computer, but rather designers and users. This recalls 
Laurel (1991), who sees the role of the interface designer as that of establishing a 
self-contained, internally consistent and instinctive semiotic environment within 
which people can act meaningfully. In the 1980s and ‘90s, in tandem with the 
development of what has become the standard desktop computer graphic user 
interface, there was much thought and writing on the use of metaphors from real-
world contexts as cognitive support for creating semiotically effective interfaces 
(Erickson, 1990: 65-67). 
 
Barr et al (2002) propose a taxonomy of metaphors for user interfaces, based on 
Lackoff and Johnson’s (1980) distinction between orientational, ontological and 
structural metaphors in linguistics, to which Barr et al add the category of metonymy. 
They proceed to offer insights into the applicability of different metaphor strategies 
to different interface situations. Rohrer (1995) suggests that interfaces should 
appeal to users at the preverbal, visceral, emotional level (rather than at the 
symbolic, linguistic level). His argument is based in the semiotic, metaphorical 
approach, but also indicates the limitations of this approach. The semiotic approach 
to interface design has also been criticized for excluding the social aspects of 
interaction, and for seeing the interface as something self-contained, without 
connection to the physical and digital worlds between which it supposedly mediates. 
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Urban semiotics 
A city is not a ‘message’, in that it has no definable sender or receiver, nor is it a 
text that is subject to coding and decoding to embody a particular meaning. 
However, cities are environments that are saturated with signification, and the 
‘practice’ of cities involves semiotic exchanges in a myriad of different ‘languages’. 
Under the term ‘urban semiotics’, I draw together sources that propose ways in 
which aspects of urban practice can be interpreted as processes of production of 
meaning in conversation. 
 
In his seminal work on semiotic understanding of urban space, “The Image of the 
City”, Kevin Lynch (1960) proposes a basic grammar of urban space that he 
claimed is at the core of what makes urban space “legible” to urban citizens. His 
grammar of the city image is based on five basic classes of elements: paths, edges, 
districts, nodes and landmarks. In their edited volume “the City and the Sign: An 
Introduction to Urban Semiotics”, Gottdiener and Lagopolous (1986) criticized 
Lynch for implicitly reducing the city to the sum of its physical spaces and structures, 
and for constraining his understanding of the process of using or experiencing the 
city to the act of moving bodily through the physical spaces of the city. Gottdiener 
and Lagopoulos’ understanding of the city, in contrast, is primarily as a social 
environment rather than a physical construct. Their book is the only widely-
disseminated work collecting writings of the group of urban socio-semioticians 
whose activity peaked during the 1980s – including the two mentioned editors as 
well as Ledrut, Choay, Greimas, Boudon and others. Greimas (1974) focuses on 
the productive role of ‘actants’ in the city in producing meaning (rather than 
receiving or reading meaning that was pre-embedded in the city). He had earlier 
proposed a “topological semiotics” of the city based on perceived qualitative 
aspects of the urban environment rather than physical composition of urban form 
and space. 
 
Pfaffenberger (2001) purports that “symbolism is a consequence of activities that 
produce shared meanings, rather than a cause of such meanings” (p. 84). He 
convincingly supports this claim through an anthropological case study of how 
meaning and symbolism in the built structures of the Trobriand Islanders of 
Melanesia is a consequence of community involvement and rituals surrounding the 
construction of these structures. Though the specific conditions of this example are 
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non-urban, it offers an enlightening supplementary point of view on the mechanisms 
of the construction and perception of meaning in human-built environments. 
 
Barthes (1967/1997) traces the history of semiotic thought on the city back to the 
ancients, and states that the semiotic ‘reading’ and functional ‘study’ of a city are 
different criteria (often at odds with one another) and proposes that the former 
approach is the more promising for coming to an understanding, not necessarily of 
what makes a city “work”, but what makes a city “good”. Starting from this same 
criterion of “urban goodness”, Grange (1999) seeks to apply semiotic principles to 
systematically define the spatial and temporal qualities, and the essential human 
values and experiences, that constitute the city as a “place”. Gottdiener (1983) 
describes the divergence of Barthes and Lynch as regards urban semiotics. Despite 
early affinities between their approaches, Lynch claimed to identify an “urban 
lexicon” of paired signifiers and signifieds (as exemplified by his five elements) with 
a one-to-one correspondence, whereas Barthes denied that there ever could be 
such a simple correspondence because, whereas the signifiers may be fixed or at 
least enduring, the signifieds that make up the city, and their meanings to urban 
inhabitants, are in constant flux. Gottdiener concludes that urban space is multi-
coded and must be decoded through an understanding of the ideologies that form it. 
 
Though different mutually antagonistic schools of thought are evident in the works 
cited within this sub-section, each reference adds to the appreciation of the various 
ways in which symbolic languages are implicit in the navigation and use of cities. 
 
Semiotics provides a basic vocabulary for how people interact with and within 
landscapes of signification, such as interfaces and cities. Study into the applications 
of semiotics in trying to understand how meaning is perceived within digital 
interfaces and cities helped me in finding a language by which the two bodies of 
knowledge might be brought together on a common ground. This shared basis 
allowed for the exploration and expression of cognitive structures and processes at 
play in these spaces and shall be pursued further in the analysis of the “mediated 
urban life” dataset in a later chapter. 
 
However, the competency thus gained was not sufficient to enable me to explore a 
central theoretical proposition of the thesis: that digital mediation of urban spatial 
practice affects the way cities are made and lived, and that these effects can be 
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conceptualised as a program that I call the “mediated city”. Semiotics could 
articulate what happens within urban situations but was not for me appropriate for 
making statements at the level of transforming the urban situation itself. Semiotic 
theory concentrates on how meaning is mediated through symbolic languages but 
seemed inappropriate for statements at the level of the contexts within which and 
from which meaning is derived. The social and cultural aspects that bracket any 
semiotic economy were pivotal in exploring the urban situation, which did not seem 
to be defined by the sum of its communications but rather was the very framework 
and referent on which meaning was constructed. 
 
1.5.2. Discourses 
A discourse is perhaps most concisely defined as a context within which meaning 
can exist. Michel Foucault (1972) was perhaps the most famous apologist for the 
pre-eminence of this understanding of discourse in the study of history and culture. 
Foucault (1977) argued that it was ‘regimes of truth’ and their inherent power 
relations that determined what could be meaningfully said or communicated within 
any given cultural milieu. In terms of the propositions being pursued in the course of 
this thesis, the terms ‘urban’ or ‘digital’ do not imply any inherent system of meaning 
without the concurrent presumption of how these categories serve a particular 
world-view. Communication acts can only mean within a system of meaning. 
 
Foucault’s sense of the discourse as a totalising regime of truth that absolutely 
determines the ways in which meaning is made and perceived within a culture is an 
extreme variant of a discourse. This idea has been criticised as an 
oversimplification, and that in fact many discourses are present in any situation, 
working at different levels, with different degrees of authority and with mutual 
influence on one another. Discourses are reflected in the ways in which topics are 
formed and meaning relative to these topics is expressed. 
 
Digital discourses 
The term ‘digital’, in a colloquial sense, refers to a burgeoning family of computer-
based technological applications, artefacts and practices. When speaking of 
discourses of the digital, the technical, communication-oriented or even use-
oriented facets of the computer are of less interest than the ways in which the 
possibilities of these technologies are represented (and in turn conceptualised, 
communicated and realised) within the greater cultural context. Discourses of ‘the 
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digital’, then, are concerned less with what these technologies can do or how they 
do it, than with how they are represented within given system of values and power 
structures, which has a determining effect on how the affordances offered by these 
technologies will be actualised in practice. This section ventures an overview of 
literature pertaining to the ways in which ‘the digital’ is ‘made to mean’ within 
different ideological frameworks. I am not concerned with writings on the effects or 
uses of a specific application of digital technology (i.e. the personal computer, the 
Internet, the cell phone) but rather the narratives designed to synthesise the net 
effects of these and a range of other applications on culture. Nor do I pretend to 
present an exhaustive list of such discourses. Rather, I intend to reveal some of the 
ways in which such discourses tend to be framed. 
 
Universal medium discourses of the digital are based on the notion that digital 
technology is in principle able to subsume all other media because it is possible to 
reduce all types of content to digital information that can be translated from 
analogue to digital and back through interfaces. Such a claim can be self-fulfilling in 
that things or events or points of view that do not have a projection onto the digital 
plane or are resistant to digitalisation are suppressed and edited out of experience. 
Beyond the universal medium idea, Digital technologies are the first generation of 
technologies that can function as a tool (a technology that one can use to act on 
something else), as a medium (a material on which one acts) and as an 
environment (a place within which one acts), implying that this technology is 
capable of receiving a broad spectrum of cultural forms, not just in the functional 
sense, but by extension in terms of the discourses that are applied to the roles of 
tools, media and environments within cultures. Souza (2005) writes of the semiotic 
“engineering” of interactions between humans and computers. Discourses of the 
digital as environment (as already introduced above in the discussion of social 
technologies) conceptualise the digital as a site within which alternative practices 
can be situated, and within which alternative senses of community can be realised 
(Smith, 1999). Rheingold (2000) extrapolates this condition to define a vision of the 
digital dimension as the nervous system of a global mind. 
 
Emancipatory discourses of the digital take a number of forms. However, each 
utopian framing of the narrative of digitality has its counterpart in cautionary or 
dystopian discourses. For instance, the idea of the digital dimension as the great 
democratizer (through spread of access to information (Negroponte, 1996) and 
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suppression of physical differences of race, gender and disability (Cooper and 
Weaver, 2003; McCormick, 1993), for example) is mirrored by discourses of the 
“digital divide” in which patterns of access or non-access to digital technologies 
reproduces and exacerbates the distinction between the “haves” and the “have 
nots” in a society (Norris, 2001; Dijk, 2005). Such opposing ways of telling the same 
story also exemplify the difference between “digital mediation changes everything” 
discourses that begin with the argument that the digital dimension is in effect a 
tabula rasa on which a new order can emerge and cause transformations in society 
in general; and “digital mediation changes nothing” discourses that see digital 
technology as just another technology in the world, that enters into the social, 
cultural and political mechanisms at work in its context and thus serves to further 
solidify the status quo.  
 
In order to participate in this universal medium, people are increasingly liable to 
subject themselves to informatization, by giving up increasing amounts of 
information about themselves, subjecting themselves to digital or physical 
surveillance, and creating traces through their actions that can be read by others in 
the medium. Discourses of the “information self” (Turkle, 1997; Hayles, 1999; 
Solove, 2006) centre on the liberating possibilities of the mediation and 
virtualisation of social life in allowing people to adopt the digital information medium 
to self-construct one’s informational identity and to participate in distributed 
communities of affinity and (rather than collocated communities of proximity). 
However, digital networks are also prone to surveillance, and are used for 
controlling and monitoring of actions in the physical dimension (Agre and Rotenberg, 
1997). The more of one’s identity and presence one entrusts digital networks with, 
the more one becomes dependent on this medium and is subject to surveillance 
(Solove et al, 2006). 
 
Urban discourses 
The notion of ‘the urban’ arises from the definitive conditions of the city as a living 
environment, and is associated with semiotic density of physical culture in space, 
but the idea of ‘the urban’ transcends and exceeds the physical structures and 
processes, as well as the semiotic systems and exchanges that constitute any 
given city, or cities as a class of cultural artefacts. ‘The urban’ is a discursive 
category that takes on different meanings and positions within different discourses. 
To understand ‘the urban’ does not only entail apprehending the city as a material, 
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social, cultural, technological construct, but rather appreciating the different 
constellations of ideas and significances with which this construct has been 
endowed within different epistemes. The works cited in the following paragraphs 
trace the historical development of this idea, and survey the uses to which it is put, 
and the transformations and hybridisations to which it is subjected, in contemporary 
urban theory. 
 
Barthes, in his already-mentioned discussion of semiology of cities in Leach (1997) 
proposes that a city can be better understood as a discourse than as a text, and 
that a city is best understood not by scholarly analysis, but by the individual 
experience of immersion and navigation within this discourse. This is affirmed by 
Gottdiener (1983: 110) who says that a city cannot be understood by semiotic 
analysis of the type applied in architectural criticism or other “object centred” 
critique, but instead one must understand the discourse that forms and sustains the 
city, which requires looking beyond the physicality of the city to the experiences and 
ideologies of its inhabitants, designers and other stakeholders. One may frame 
discourses of the city in any number of ways – political, social, ecological – 
depending on the professional regime from which one takes one’s vantage point. 
 
The cluster of discourses that form the notion of the “modern” city – the city as 
machine (LeCorbusier, 1925), the city as social conditioner (Sabsovich, 1929), the 
city as metabolism (Kurokawa, 1977), the city as functional diagram  (CIAM, 1933), 
etc. – created the conditions within which specific types of planning and architecture 
could meaningfully be built. Likewise, post-modern discourses of the “collage city” 
(Rowe and Koetter, 1984), the human scale city and the “new urbanism” (Duany 
and Plater-Zyberk, 1992; Krier, 1993) or the “event city” (Tschumi, 1994) valorise 
different versions of postmodern aesthetic, tectonic and organisational proclivities. 
Such discourses structure not only the way cities are planned and the way urban 
spaces are designed. They also frame the way in which urban history, urban life, 
urban sociology and urban politics are understood. In the following paragraphs I 
mention some current discourses of the city, chosen from among the large number 
of discourses in circulation by virtue of their relatedness to the themes or context of 
this research. 
 
Some discourses of the city speak of a crisis or transformation of the urban into 
something else. Mumford (1968) traces the history of cities as one of decline and 
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betrayal of its original values. Soja (2001) proclaims that megacities are becoming 
“postmetropolises” as urban structures lose their relevance and have to be re-
invented to cope with a new scale and complexity. Lerup (2000) sees the city as an 
artefact on its way to obsolescence, superseded by suburbanisation and 
virtualisation, which he argues should become the new focuses of architects and 
urbanists. Koolhaas (1994) proposes that the urban condition has become so 
pervasive as to be meaningless as a distinguishing characteristic. He goes on to 
declare urbanism merely an ideology, an “advertising campaign” attached to the 
physical facts established by architecture (Koolhaas and Mau, 1995). Mulder, (in 
Appadurai, 2002), counters such views with the assertion that radical 
transformation is a fact of cities, and not a threat. He coins the term “transurbanism” 
to speak of cities as being constituted by a constant state of transition. This 
resonates with DeLanda’s (1997) use of extreme metaphors of dynamic processes 
in Nature to describe urban history and urban reality as material processes and 
energy exchange. 
 
Some discourses have to do with the social effects of policy and the built 
environment of the city, such as the Situationists’ view of the city as a “spectacle” 
staged to placate and control urban citizens, whom they called upon to create 
“situations” through which they re-appropriate urban space (Debord, 1983; Sadler, 
1999; Knabb, 2007). Sorkin (1992) bemoans the death of public space through 
privatisation of the gathering places of day-to-day life. Davis (2006, 2007) brings a 
neo-Marxist perspective to tell the story of cities as one of structural 
disenfranchisement of rapidly-growing urban underclasses. 
 
Though the discourses discussed in the above two paragraphs are presented as 
exegeses of existing cities or supposed probable near-future developments, many 
also imply corollary normative programs for the city, or for action in or on the city by 
its designers and inhabitants. Other current urban discourses are more explicitly 
prescriptive in nature. Some of these evince transferral of concepts from the world 
of digital technologies onto the city. For instance, Winy Maas (2000) envisions a 
“light urbanism” of minimum fixed infrastructure and minimum permanence, enabled 
in part by digital communications. Kaspori (2003) proposes the idea of an “open 
source” urbanism of user-generated, communally-authored cities. Alluding to 
Mitchell’s “recombinant  architecture” of reconfigured spatial typologies enabled by 
digital mediation (Mitchell, 1997), Shane (2005) proposes a “recombinant” urbanism 
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of networks of urban actors and heterotopias (although the connection to digital 
mediation is not necessary in Grahame Shane’s concept in that he applies it also to 
pre-digital cities). 
The appropriation of a discursive perspective enabled the extension of the 
articulation of my thesis and proposition beyond the semiotic level, which focuses 
on the communication of meaning, to begin to delineate the regimes of meaning 
that are a precondition for any such communication. The ‘discursive turn’ in my 
investigations filled a void in the vocabulary needed to support a theoretical 
framework. However, the discursive level of analysis seemed to me if anything 
further removed than the semiotic level from actual urban spatial practice. 
Discourses could offer incisive descriptions of the textures of possibilities, biases 
and delimitations that form the life-worlds within which practice took place, but did 
not provide an obvious inroad to more precision or insight in the emergence of 
particular practices within discourses, besides those in which the roles of the actors 
were demonstrations and reiterations of the defining parameters of the discourse 
itself. This led me to turn next to readings that specifically addressed the role 
played by practice in the formation of life-worlds, as detailed in the following section. 
 
1.5.3. Practice 
In his philosophy of phenomenology, Husserl (1970, original German-language 
publication 1936) argues that all human knowledge is rooted in experience of the 
“lived world” (Lebenswelt) rather than abstract reflection. He adopted the term 
habitus from Thomas Aquinas (Aquinas, Pasnau and Thomas, 2002) to denote the 
link between one’s past experiences in the world and one’s future actions. Habitus 
is taken by Bourdieu (1977) to denote the ways in which the internalisation of one’s 
society’s dispositions (ways of thinking feeling and acting) influences one’s actions 
in the world, which in turn provides positive feedback of identification that solidifies 
one’s belonging to the society. Merleau-Ponty (1962, original French-language 
publication 1945) makes a similar point in referring to the “lived body” as the 
repository of memory that moulds an individual’s practice in society.  
 
Bourdieu (1977) uses the term “practice” to refer to the actions of social agents in 
the world through their application of habitus within a specific field, or social context. 
The term also relates to LeFebvre’s idea that “spatial practice” – the myriad of 
actions through which life is actually conducted and articulated within a society – is 
that which generates the space of that society (LeFebvre, 1991). The following two 
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sub-sections introduce writings on approaches to the issue of practice within the 
realms of the digital and of the urban. 
 
Digital practice 
As I mentioned in the above discussion of digital semiotics, human action and 
perception in the digital realm by definition involves human-computer interfaces, 
which Laurel (1991) defined as representations within which one acts. 
Consequently, digital practice can be seen as equivalent to interface practice. 
There is already a decades-long history of so-called ‘experience-centred’ and ‘use-
oriented’ descriptions and methods in the design of interfaces. In this way of 
thinking, interfaces are seen from the point of view of the ways in which they are 
actually appropriated and performed – that is to say practiced – by their users. 
 
Carroll (2000) bases his scenario-based design for HCI (human-computer 
interaction) on the belief that the appropriateness and functionality of interfaces is 
best assessed through the construction and methodical analysis of narrative 
descriptions of contexts of use, comprised of detailed descriptions and reasoning 
about the activities involved in using the interface. The appropriateness of 
scenarios as tools for practice-centred thinking and representation is discussed 
further in the following chapter on methodology. 
 
Suchman (1987) proposes a practice-centred view that the design of interfaces 
should prioritise an understanding of the situated actions of people in concrete 
circumstances, which she distinguishes from plans understood as preformed rules 
about how to deal with situations. 
 
In discussing works of a certain subgenre of practice-based user-oriented 
descriptions and theories of interfaces and methods for interface design, I have 
intentionally excluded some sources that cite ‘user factors’, ‘user-centred design’ 
and related terms in senses not appropriate to the discussion of practices. ‘Use’ can 
imply ‘practice’ but the two should not be confused as being equivalent. To be a 
‘user’ of a product or system (including interfaces) often means to passively fulfil the 
role allocated to one by the product or within the system, which is the precise 
opposite of what is intended by the term ‘practice’. 
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Urban practice 
LeFebvre (1991) coined the term ‘spatial practice’ as one of three modes of spatial 
production. In a later work (LeFebvre, 2003) he addresses what he sees as the 
problematic alienation of urban citizens from the cities they inhabit and argues for a 
practice-based understanding of urban life, that prioritises the role of social 
construction, rather than passive consumption, of urban space through individual 
and communal creativity. In his book “The Practice of Everyday Life”, de Certeau 
(1984) argues for a radical reinterpretation of what it means to analyse a city. He 
claims that the so-called ‘theoretical’ city of urban discourses obscures the true city, 
which is constituted of the myriad actions of urban citizens, which collectively he 
calls urban “practice”. The Situationists’ call for the staging of “situations” in the face 
of the “spectacle” of the city also echoes this view of the lived reality of the city and 
the official discourses of the city (actualised in urban physical space) as 
antagonistic. This view on the city is commonly adopted by writings on the 
sociological, anthropological (i.e. Zenner, Zenner and Gmelch, 2001), or 
psychological aspects of urban existence, and increasingly also by writers on urban 
planning and design.  
 
“Performativity” is a term that is closely related to practice. Szerszynski, Heime and 
Waterton (2004: 2) use performativity to denote a way of looking at human relations 
in terms of activities rather than rules or structures. The word has at least two 
senses. Firstly, it indicates a category of things that exist only by virtue of their 
being done, i.e. not in terms of static entities or residual traces. Secondly, 
something is performative not only in that it is done, but also in that it does 
something to the world around it. Borden (2003: 295) illustrates how skateboarding, 
as a subversive performative practice in the city, re-edits the physical space of the 
city on its own terms, creating an alternative lived reality in the city without negating 
the “original text” of the city. 
 
1.6. Conversation and control 
The idea of practice, as explained by Bourdieu and LeFebvre, supports an 
understanding and description of the actions of agents within a context, and the 
performative production of meaning in a culture 9. Practice, however, is not a 
monolithic force. It consists of the actions and habits of a multitude of interacting 
                                                
9 and a feedback loop of spatial practice forming space, and space in turn forming spatial practice, 
dispels any accusations of an assumption of unidirectional causality. 
APPROACHES TO THE MEDIATED CITY 
 50 
individuals. The sources discussed in the preceding section address the actions of 
individuals in the world, but less so the interactions between individuals with which 
a society, or a city, is sustained. Nor do they support the construction of an 
understanding of how meaning can be (believed to be) shared among such 
individual actors. Specifically, it does not address the question of the role of 
communication in meaning-making. 
 
I found it possible to gain insight into such questions from concepts of cybernetics, 
specifically through theories from this field that deal with the ways in which systems 
and individuals interact through relationships of conversation and control. I 
introduce here specific understandings of these terms within cybernetics, with which 
I bring this exploration of thought on the production of meaning to a level at which I 
can begin to holistically articulate processes of meaning-making at the urban level. 
 
The field of cybernetics was founded by Norbert Wiener (1948) to study 
mechanisms of communication and control in complex systems, unifying biological, 
social, electromechanical and other types of systems in one theory. A central 
concept of Wiener’s work is that such systems function through iterative feedback 
loops, through which changes in external conditions as well as internal states are 
sensed, adjustments are made to the system in response to perceived changes, 
and the results are monitored. There are many streams of cybernetic thought, 
building upon Wiener’s foundations, and many fields of application. A further 
development of cybernetic thought, called “second-order cybernetics” is founded on 
the recognition that the modelling of cybernetic processes is itself a cybernetic 
process, and that the observer / researcher / designer of such systems must also 
account for themselves as a component of the system. 
 
In cybernetics, conversation denotes a process of meaning production between at 
least two participants. The central assertion of Gordon Pask’s (1975) conversation 
theory is that all learning happens through conversations, in which each participant 
constructs their own understanding 10 . Glanville (2004b: 378-384) provides a 
simplified illustration of Pask’s model of a conversation, in which participants 
compare their understandings of a concept through an iterative process of 
                                                
10 Pask’s sense of construction of understanding in conversation contrasts with Shannon’s (1948) 
“mathematical theory of communication” which is based on the sending of information through 
coded messages, implying an active sender, a passive receiver, and an undistorted transmission of a 
concept from the former to the latter. This is related to Eco’s opera aperta, discussed in section 1.4.1. 
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expressing their understanding, listening to other participants’ expressions of their 
understanding, and comparing their original understanding with their understanding 
of the other’s expression to approach an impression of a shared understanding. 
The process is by nature communal but meaning can only ever be individually 
constructed. This is rooted in the radical constructivist view (Glasersfeld, 1987) that 
knowledge is always constructed by the observer and not constituted by simple 
reading of objective facts that exist in the world.  
 
Control refers to a relation between two systems in which the behaviour of one 
system determines that of the other. Glanville (2004a: 86) distinguishes between 
(positive) control-as-regulation and (negative) control-as-restriction. He proposes 
that control is not linear but cyclical, with each of the systems in a control relation 
controlling the other. Ashby’s (1956: 206-213) “Law of Requisite Variety” 
establishes that a controlling system must have at least the same degree of variety 
as the system it controls. Glanville (1994) declares that a corresponding control 
strategy11 is to forcibly reduce the complexity of the controlled system to that of the 
controlling system. He refers to “unmanageable” systems, whose degree of variety 
exceeds that of any possible controlling system and suggests that such systems 
challenge us to accept unmanageability and relinquish the desire to control. He 
proposes that the Internet is an example of a complex system that is not 
susceptible to such simplification and is therefore beyond control (Glanville, 2000). 
In chapters 4 and 5, I extend this argument to discuss similar characteristics and 
relations in cities. 
 
The idea of between-ness is essential to cybernetic understandings of both control 
and conversation, neither of which is seen as an enactment by one actor upon 
another, nor as a quality of one actor or another, but as a cyclical process of 
interaction that exists in between the participating entities. This gives further 
articulation to the idea of space being generated by practice. With cybernetics, 
space can be seen as created between interacting entities, as a consequence of 
their interactions. This space is what Glanville (1997) terms the “interface”. 
 
For this thesis, the cybernetic understandings of conversation and control relate to 
the foregoing topic of practices at a “meta” level, in that they provide the concepts 
                                                
11 for which Glanville uses Robinson’s (1979) remarks on classroom control, in which control is 
maintained by rules that suppress the individuality of students in order to reduce the complexity of 
the collective minds of the (controlled) class to that of the single mind of the (controlling) teacher. 
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and vocabulary for clarifying the ways in which practices in urban life, urban design 
and urban planning interrelate. 
 
1.7. Summary and instrumentalisation 
The context of ideas within which this study is situated is that of discourse and 
practice on the “mediated city”. I begin this literature review in section 1.2 with a 
survey of literature indicating the scope of this field of enquiry and principal schools 
of thought. Because this study is concerned with the distinction between, and 
conceptualisation of, different approaches to the mediated city, I found it 
appropriate to subdivide this group of readings into three subgroups corresponding 
to writings on three different points of view from which the mediated city is 
approached: the point of view of urban planners and policy makers (mediated urban 
planning), that of architects and other spatial designers in the city (mediated urban 
design) and that of urban citizens (mediated urban life). This subdivision 
corresponds to a set of genres by which different subsets of the literature may be 
distinguished. 
 
I propose that this division can be taken as a meaningful distinction, for the 
purposes of this research, between different subsets of digitally mediated urban 
spatial practice, and that the analysis of practices within each of these subsets, and 
comparison between practices in different subsets, can support a comprehension of 
the situation of the mediated city, in pursuit of the first purpose of this study: to gain 
and articulate a grounded understanding of the ways in which the use of digital 
technologies in the planning, design and inhabitation of cities are affecting urban 
spatial practice. 
 
The references discussed in section 1.3.Space, materiality and digital 
mediation”elaborate on current thought and practice in the composing of 
relationships between digital technologies, physical space and materiality. The 
sources that are the focus of the following section 1.4 describe and discuss existing 
mediated urban spatial practice in the cultural context from which I drew the original 
inspiration for this research: 21st century urban China. 
 
I propose that the juxtaposition of an understanding of these two topics generates 
the foundation of understanding – of the perceived range of applications of digital 
mediation of spatial practice on the one hand, and of the contemporary Chinese 
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urban condition on the other hand – from which possibilities for developments of 
said technological phenomenon within said cultural context may be explored, 
addressing the third purpose of this study: to extrapolate a near future scenario for 
the continued development of the digital mediation of urban spatial practice in the 
Chinese urban context. 
 
Section 1.5.The urban and the digital and section 1.6.Conversation and control 
discuss writings on a range of paradigms – semiotics, discourse, practice and 
cybernetics12 – by which the production of meaning is modelled. I propose that the 
themes and distinctions provided by the literature on these topics provide a 
vocabulary and framework of thought which, when applied to the situations under 
study (mediated urban life, mediated urban design and mediated urban planning) 
can aid in defining a conceptual framework for the mediated city, towards fulfilment 
of the second purpose of this study: to propose a conceptual model of approaches 
to the program of the “mediated city” that integrates these mediated urban spatial 
practices. 
 
The ways in which I instrumentalise each of these bodies of knowledge in the 
research process are detailed in Chapter 3.Process. 
 
1.8. Literature review conclusion 
The preceding description of the course of readings as a progression from 
semiotics to discourse to practice, leading ultimately to conversation and control as 
understood by second-order cybernetic theory, is possible in retrospect as a 
recounting of a narrative of discovery rather than a premeditated sequence of 
enquiry. The readings in each topic served to solidify a competence in that 
particular area of knowledge, while also bringing to light the aspects of my thesis 
that could not be commensurately addressed within the language and scope of that 
realm, leading to further searching. By nature, each topic was discovered from 
‘within’ the knowledge attained on the previous topic, in which I was immersed at 
the time. The new topic then rapidly expanded and coalesced into a field in its own 
right, which could only be given a name when a sufficient body of coherent sources 
had been accumulated. This does not imply that, for example, the insights gained in 
                                                
12 These paradigms may be seen as alternative interpretations of meaning-making, but I present them 
in a way that links them logically as a chain of increasingly “high level” understandings of meaning-
making rather than confronting them as mutually antagonistic, whereby the implied hierarchy of 
increasing refinement and insight as the sequence progresses is intentional on my part.     
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my readings on semiotics became irrelevant with the shift to readings on discourse. 
Rather, discourse became a framework and background within which the relevance 
of specific observations relative to semiotics were relativised, contextualised and 
brought to a higher degree of specificity and definition. The insight into the 
relationship between semiotics, discourse and practice, which I have chosen to 
describe the progress of knowledge acquisition in this thesis, was inspired by Hall‘s 
[2003] explanation of these terms and their interrelations relative to representation 
theory. The second-order cybernetic understandings of conversation and control, as 
discussed here primarily in terms of the work of Glanville, represent an approach to 
the construction of meaning that influences the way in which I interpret all of the 
other points of view.   
 
The logic of the order and organization of this literature review represents an 
endeavour to strike a balance between a narrative of discovery and one of 
explanation, inasmuch as these two points of view on the background of (creation 
of) knowledge are mutually supporting. The relevance of a particular idea, work or 
entire sub-field of knowledge can be best understood in conjunction with an 
appreciation for the place that it played in the accumulation of ideas, and an 
understanding of what I thought I was seeking when I entered that field and what I 
had found out by the time that, out of this field, an indicator emerged pointing me 
towards another field for exploration. The links between the fields of knowledge, 
however, have been imposed by me in retrospect, in terms of how best to build an 
explanatory basis for what this thesis has eventually become. 
 
In one sense, the focus of the literature review has come full circle. The very first 
set of references presented in this chapter dealt with practices of digitally-mediated 
use of cities and the practices that characterise 21st century Chinese urbanism, and 
it has finally arrived at a theoretical assimilation of these phenomena that had first 
attracted my attention. The introduction of the level of practice opens up a new 
range of possibilities for integration between the idea of the digital and the idea of 
the urban, which will be actualised in Chapter 5.Discussion and framework and 
exemplified in the scenarios presented in Chapter 6. Indeed, the work of John 
Carroll, cited above, will be revisited as the inspiration for some of the practice-
centred scenario-building principles and techniques discussed in Chapter 
2.Methodology. 
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2.1. Introduction 
This chapter presents the central methods used in the development of ideas 
starting from the multidisciplinary background sources presented in the previous 
chapter. It also explains the background behind the selection of method and 
medium for the presentation of a synthesis of the ideas developed in this research. I 
have found it advantageous to subsume some of the retelling of the path of 
development of ideas in this thesis within the literature review, to support the 
communication of the relative positions of bodies of knowledge in the thesis and the 
way in which this information accumulated to an integral whole, conditioned by the 
history of the search through which it was collected.  
 
Building on this established basis, this chapter describes how the methods used 
supported me in developing insights and findings from this base of knowledge 
relative to my thesis. Firstly, I give detailed discussions of the relevance and 
efficacy of two pivotal methods applied in this research: grounded theory and 
scenario building. I then recount the path of the research, to clarify the temporal 
relationships between the different exercises and stages that make up this thesis. 
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The practice of researching and urban spatial practice both deal with navigation in 
complex contexts, through which one actualises some of the many potential 
meaningful narratives that can be extracted from each context. Because of this 
affinity, lessons I learned and insights I gained from the findings often led me to 
perceive consequences for how I should go about research, and vice versa. Any 
pretence that the two can be isolated from one another would be illusory. Thus, the 
reader will find that some of the themes introduced in this chapter will be revisited in 
Chapter 4.Analysis and Chapter 5.Discussion and framework. 
 
Also, to adequately describe and defend my methodologies, I have found it 
necessary, in this chapter, to prefigure some of the data, findings and conclusions 
that will be discussed at length later in this document. I have endeavoured to 
restrict such mentions to the scope necessary for me to communicate and 
substantiate my methods. 
 
2.2. Grounded theory 
“Grounded theory” is a term used to refer to a family of research methods that seek 
to make theoretical observations from observed situations using an inductive and 
recursive approach, rather than fitting the situations into pre-chosen theoretical 
models to explain them. Different than a view of research as hypothesis-testing, 
grounded theory does not begin with a hypothesis but rather with a situation, and 
the goal of this research approach is to understand the situation in terms of its 
internal logic, and not by its correspondence or non-correspondence to preformed 
descriptions, to “discover the theory implicit in the data” (Glaser, 1978)1. Grounded 
theory was first formulated as a structured research approach by Barney Glaser 
and Anselm Strauss (1967), the modifier “grounded” referring to the traceability of 
all theoretical claims back to their “grounding” in data. The two co-authors of this 
school of research later developed divergent approaches to the theory that they had 
founded and named. 
 
The primary object of contention between Strauss and Glaser, which led to the 
splitting of grounded theory into Straussian and Glaserian schools, was the position 
regarding the way in which data is extracted from a situation. Whereas Strauss 
believed that a clear paradigm for coding and analysis is needed to arrive at data 
                                                
1For the sake of readability and avoidance of repetition, I introduce and discuss many references 
pertaining to research methodologies in this chapter, rather than in the Literature Review. 
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with a coherent structure and integrity, Glaser (1992, 1998) argued that the 
categories themselves, not just the data or interpretation of the categories, should 
emerge from the situation under study rather than being predetermined. Glaser also 
took a very broad view of what constitutes data from a situation. Observations and 
measurements, literature and bodies of theory, can all be considered data of a 
situation and be incorporated into the same grounded theory application. Glaser 
explicitly declares the creative role of the researcher in the generation of categories, 
data and analyses (Glaser, 1978: 20-22). 
 
As my starting point for this research was a situation (mediated urban spatial 
practice), the internal logic of which I intended to develop an understanding of, I 
found Glaser’s approach to grounded theory to be an appropriate choice of 
methodology. I was not interested in testing the found situation against any 
particular theory (nor testing any theory against this situation), because the object 
of my enquiry was an understanding of the “approaches” to the idea of the 
mediated city as embodied in actual practices, and I did not want a predefined 
theory to bring any preconceptions to this exercise. 
 
2.2.1.  Methods of grounded theory 
Grounded theory has been described as creating “sophisticated representations of 
complicated social practices” (Farris and Anson, 1998: 125). The practice of 
grounded theory begins with an observed situation. The researcher progresses by 
observing the situation, creating data from one’s observations and analysing and 
re-analysing the data in several structured iterations to give order to it and to 
discover relationships within the data that can support construction of a theory of 
the situation.  
 
Data from the situation is recorded through note-taking on observations and 
insights enabled by methods appropriate to the specific research situation and 
approach. Notes are constantly cross-compared and collated to generate 
theoretical insights. These insights are then tried out against new data as it 
emerges from the process, which leads to either corroboration or refutation of the 
applicability of the theoretical insight to the observed situation. Out of this recursive 
process emerge categories and sub-categories, which reflect themes that are 
meaningful and useful to the researcher within the particular context they are 
studying, in recording relations and distinctions within the situation. 
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The concurrent definition of categories and the association of notes on the situation 
with specific categories is referred to as ‘coding’, from which one defines a set of 
relevant variables or dimensions from the situation, and a description of the 
situation in terms of these variables or dimensions. Glaser (1992: 27) distinguishes 
between substantive codes that propose conceptual meanings associated with 
categories, and theoretical codes, that are conceptual models of the relations 
between substantive codes. As a situation is described through coding, the 
researcher carries out ‘memo-ing’, or recording of theoretical propositions about a 
category or categories, or about relations or distinctions between categories. In 
doing this, the researcher will often consolidate a “core category” above the others, 
by virtue of the researcher’s ability to link or subsume observations made about 
other categories within this category. Once one decides on a core category, one 
can cease to code data that does not fit into that category. 
 
In the practice of Glaserian grounded theory, there is no division between phases of 
data collection, note-taking, coding/categorizing and memo-ing and one will jump 
between these activities or carry them out simultaneously as the research process 
reveals new relevant data sources, categories, etc. “Theoretical sampling” is the 
bringing-in of new datasets to the analysis to test the resilience and applicability of 
the emerging theory. If new datasets fail to bring new insights to the theory, the 
theory is seen as “saturated”, having reached the limit of its reasonable extension. 
When this stage is reached, the memos are sorted and the findings written up. The 
pursuit of grounded theory involves the extension of the dataset to seek 
disagreement with the emerging theory, whilst in parallel extending the theory until 
it can unite data from the literature and data from one’s own studies. 
 
Much of the literature on the practice of grounded theory assumes that it is applied 
within psychological or social science research and thus concentrates on 
techniques for the application of this approach within data gathering based on 
interviews, observations, focus groups and other data-collecting practices common 
to these research areas. However, the principles of grounded theory should be 
understood at the level of methodological approaches, and not that of techniques, 
which should be chosen based on the nature of the research genre and the nature 
of the data being used. Since its founding and first applications in the area of 
sociology, grounded theory has gained acceptance across many other fields of 
research, indicating an acceptance across disciplines of the subjective element in 
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theory-building. Researchers in each of these fields has interpreted the core tenets 
of grounded theory within the context of their own discipline and research culture. 
 
In Glaserian grounded theory, literature and theories are taken as data at the same 
level as all other data, not as sources of explanations into which found data is 
“forced”. A found theory is to be taken as a body of information just like any other 
collection of data, not as a constitutive fact or prior assumption. Integration of 
theories at the level of data allows for the consideration of ways of theorizing a 
situation as relevant pieces of information in the understanding of a situation, 
without needing to subjugate one’s own description or conceptualization of the 
situation to that theory.    
 
As mentioned above, Glaser has written that the goal of grounded theory is “to 
discover the theory implicit in the data”.  I would differ with Glaser’s statement only 
in the use of the definite article, and would rephrase it as “to discover a theory 
implicit in the data”.  Glaser describes the choice as that between letting theory 
emerge from data and “forcing” data into theory, with obvious implied valorization of 
the former option and denigration of the latter. 
 
In my application of grounded theory and, I would argue, by nature in grounded 
theory in general, such a distinction does not apply in practice. I would propose that 
the insights that supposedly “emerge” from the data at every stage of the grounded 
theory process – from note-taking to coding to memo-ing to sorting – are 
conditioned by the categories and structures of thought already present in the mind 
of the researcher. Indeed, it is difficult to imagine how categories could be defined 
in the absence of any bias on the part of the researcher. Furthermore, theory will 
only be recognized as having “emerged” if it corresponds to the thinker’s 
understanding of what a theory is and finds resonance with structures of thought 
and ideas of order recognised by the researcher. By definition, a researcher will 
have an interest in the situation being studied, and this interest will influence both 
the observation and the analysis2. 
 
2.2.2. Representation techniques in grounded theory 
The categorisation of things is a common way of imposing order on the world. Any 
taxonomic strategy is a strategy to format a set of things or situations to correspond 
                                                
2 There is no “disinterested” interest. 
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with one’s intentions respective to those things or situations. Though no taxonomy 
can be said to unequivocally reveal the ways in which the categorised things are 
‘actually’ related, taxonomies are very effective as illustrations of the consequences 
of applying a certain worldview to the world. Taxonomies can thus be seen as tools 
for the processing of knowledge, not necessarily through discovering intrinsically 
prior relations between things, but through bringing these things into a regime of 
knowledge within which they can be subjected to theoretical analysis. 
 
Because I am dealing with a set (family) of related practices, and seeking structures 
by which to conceptualise them, taxonomies were a valid and useful tool. Especially 
in the analysis of the “mediated urban design” dataset, taxonomies are used as a 
way of representing relations between different units of analysis. 
 
As an extension of and in support of the generic methods of grounded theory, 
Clarke (2005: 181-203) has proposed techniques of “situational analysis”, 
characterized by three “cartographic” approaches to the analysis and mapping of 
research situations: 
• Situational maps “lay out the major human, nonhuman, discursive, historical, 
cultural, political, and other elements in the research situation of concern 
and provoke analysis of relations among them” 
• Social worlds / arenas maps “lay out all of the collective actors, key 
nonhuman elements, and the arena(s) of commitment within which they are 
engaged in ongoing discourse and negotiations” 
• Positional maps “lay out the major positions taken, and not taken, in the 
data vis-à-vis particular axes of variation and difference, focus and 
controversy found in the situation of concern… seek to represent the full 
range of discursive positions on particular issues” 
(Clarke, 2005: xxxv) 
 
Clarke intends these techniques as supplements to traditional grounded theory 
methods, a purported “updating” of grounded theory informed explicitly by a post-
modern sensibility that sees all knowledge as knowledge within a situation, and 
seeks to describe and analyse the discourses that lay the foundations upon which 
meaning is produced and understood within a situation. 
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Elements of these cartographic strategies inspired me in the invention or adaptation 
of related mappings to represent and thus conceptualise the program of the 
mediated city. Situational maps enable the representation of a social world (such as 
a city) or a situation (such as the mediation of urban spatial practice). Positional 
maps aid in visualising the different discursive positions taken within that situation 
by different actors in the realms of mediated urban life, mediated urban design and 
mediated urban planning. For these reasons, I have adapted aspects of these 
cartographic approaches in analysing the situations that make up my study. 
 
2.3. Scenarios 
This thesis is concerned with a theoretical framework for an emerging theme in 
urbanism. The implications of the proposition are broad and future-oriented. As 
such, the claims associated with this proposition are not subject to proof (or, more 
importantly, falsification) through experiment or observation. I used grounded theory 
methodology to address the first two purposes of this study – attaining an 
understanding of a found situation and constructing a conceptual model of the 
program of practices in that situation. The integrity of this understanding is 
supported through its internal coherence and grounding in the observed data from 
the situation under study (the digital mediation of urban spatial practice). These 
same criteria for integrity apply as I pursue the third purpose of this study – the 
extrapolation of a near future scenario for the continued development of the digital 
mediation of urban spatial practice in the Chinese urban context – through scenario 
planning methodology. 
 
Scenario planning refers to a family of methodologies and techniques that fall under 
the wider category of futuring (or futures) techniques. The trait of scenarios that 
distinguishes them from other futuring tools is their holistic and narrative structure. 
The founding of scenario development is generally attributed to Herman Kahn in his 
work for the RAND Corporation in the 1950s. Scenarios have been defined as 
“fictional stories, with characters, events, products and environments. They allow us 
to explore product ideas and key themes in the context of a realistic future.” 
(Verplank, Fulton, Black and Moggridge, 1993). A broader definition is contributed 
by Porter (1985:63), who defines a scenario as “an internally consistent view of 
what the future might turn out to be – not a forecast but one possible future 
outcome.” Schwartz (1991:45) defines a scenario as “a tool for ordering one’s 
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perceptions about alternative future environments in which one’s decisions might be 
played out”.  
 
2.3.1. Notten et al’s typology of scenarios 
A quite comprehensive survey and history of specific approaches to scenarios is 
compiled by Chermack (2003). Authors propose varying categorisations of 
approaches based on criteria relevant to their respective theses or arguments 
(Ringland, 1998). One recent and especially inclusive of these categorisations is by 
Notten et al (2003). This source cites a few earlier typologies of scenarios. The 
authors’ primary reason for positing the need for a new typology is that the field of 
typologies is dynamic, shifting and expanding, such that any typology is a snapshot 
of practice at a given time, rather than a definitive delimitation. In other words, if a 
scenario is a story used as a tool, a typology of scenarios is a taxonomy of the 
ways in which stories are currently being used as tools in actual practice, which by 
no means precludes the discovery of other methods or applications of narrative-
based futuring tools. 
 
This typology is based on three essential distinctions that the authors term 
“overarching themes” and a secondary level of more detailed articulation of 
alternatives in the form of fourteen “scenario characteristics”. With one exception in 
which three options are given, all of these primary and secondary dimensions are 
communicated in the form of binary pairs of qualities. The three overarching themes 
are Project Goal, Process Design and Scenario Content. The Project Goal can be 
either exploration (a process-oriented exercise to gain awareness of future 
processes) or decision support (a more ends-oriented approach that evaluates 
alternative future paths in terms of desirability). The Process Design can be either 
intuitive (scenario-building as an ‘art form’ in which qualitative insights are the 
primary basis for scenario development) or formal (scenario-building as a ‘rational 
science’ that relies on quantitative definitions and rule-based simulations). The 
Scenario Content can be either complex (concerned with ‘tangled webs’ of 
problems in multiple disciplines and scales) or simple (concerned with precisely 
defined and delimited problems and contexts). The fourteen second-order scenario 
characteristics are summarised in the table below. 
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theme characteristic alternatives description 
descriptive explore possible futures I. inclusion of 
norms? normative explore probable or desirable futures 
forecasting reason 'forward' from present situation II. vantage point 
backcasting reason 'back' from proposed future situation 
issue-based societal issue as subject 
area-based geographical area as subject 
III. subject 
institution-based interests of an organisation as subject 
long term 25 years or more IV. time scale 
short term 3 - 10 years 
global/ 
supranational 
Spanning cultures and localities?  






V. spatial scale 
national/local Location-delimited 
qualitative narrative scenarios for complex situations VI. data 
quantitative for simulatable situations with defined variables 
participatory involving experts and stakeholders VII. method of 
data collection desk research involving literature and simulations 
extensive plenty of funds, time and manpower VIII. resources 
limited constrained funds, time and manpower 
open scenario is free of preconceptions 






conditions constrained scenario must conform to predefined conditions 
chain scenario is a story of a sequence of events X. temporal 
nature snapshot scenario is a picture of an end-state 
heterogeneous multiple variables of different types and levels XI. variables 
homogeneous few variables, fitting within a defined framework 
peripheral includes "unlikely or extreme events" XII. dynamics 
trend "extrapolates from existing trends" 
alternative presents multiple scenarios that differ significantly XIII. level of 
deviation conventional adheres to status quo and existing trends 
high variables and dynamics integrated across domains 





XIV. level of 
integration low little focus on interaction between variables 
 
Figure 2.1: Typology of scenarios (adapted from Notten, et al, 2003) 
 
This typology represents a more inclusive view of scenarios than is implied by many 
other writers on this topic. For example, Heugens and Oosterhout (2001: 863) state 
that scenarios deal with possibilities rather than probabilities, that they synthesize 
many variables rather than isolating individual facts, that they always deal with 
APPROACHES TO THE MEDIATED CITY 
 64 
multiple alternative stories rather than a single narrative and that they should test 
(without exceeding) the extremes of probability. Notten et al demonstrate that each 
of these characteristics is not a defining trait of scenarios in general, but rather one-
half of a corollary pairing (see characteristics I, XIII, XIV and XII in the table above, 
respectively). This typology is integrative, while retaining clear and defensible 
criteria for inclusion and exclusion. It also integrates futuring practices that others 
have seen as distinct from scenarios.   
 
2.3.2. Scenarios and their contexts of application 
The practices described above all have in common that they seek to mobilise 
scenarios as tools for organising thinking about the future. As is common when 
discussing tools, many more specific ‘definitions’ of scenarios are actually 
descriptions of the uses to which scenarios are put within a specific context of 
intentions. Likewise, proffered “methods” of scenario planning tend to be methods 
for the instrumentalisation of stories for different purposes. For instance, scenarios 
in the realm of business tend to be normative in that they seek to identify optimum 
futures for the institution, they rely heavily on backcasting because their purpose is 
to limit uncertainty and view the future as a project to be intentionally constructed, 
they are institution-based more than issue- or area-based. 
 
The choice of forms and methods of scenarios espoused by each of these sectors 
can be attributed to the ways in which each of these practices seeks to format and 
instrumentalise the future according to its own internal logic and needs. One may 
distinguish broadly between descriptive and prescriptive scenarios. Each of these 
types of scenario is associated with different intentions and mind-sets. The most 
widespread and high-profile use of scenarios currently is in the world of business 
strategies. Schwartz’ (1991) book “The Art of the Long View” is considered a classic 
work in scenario building for business, and distils many of the characteristics 
shared by business-oriented scenarios as a class. Two examples of different 
approaches to scenario building within the business realm – the technique of 
‘scenario planning’ and that of ‘backcasting’ – can be taken to illustrate this 
distinction. Backcasting begins with the proposing of a preferred future state and 
works backwards to formulate a strategy for attaining this future. Scenario planning, 
on the other hand, seeks to identify different alternative possible future contexts and 
describe them in sufficient detail that the organization can devise strategies for how 
it would act within each of these possible futures. Bishop et al. (2007: 6) have 
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remarked on the success and dominance (to the point of near-hegemony) of the 
Royal Dutch Shell / Global Business Network (GBN) matrix approach to scenarios 
building, which serves as the basis for many of the most popular scenario texts of 
the last decade (Schwartz, 1991; Van der Heijden, 1996).  
 
2.3.3. From methods to techniques 
Bishop et al. (2007: 8) remark that the Notten typology, while useful for defining the 
“why”, “how” and “what” (project goal, process design and content) of scenario 
projects, does little to enlighten the reader as to the classification of actual 
techniques by which scenarios are elaborated. In turn, they propose eight 
categories of scenario techniques, summarised below: 
 
1. Judgement: rely on the expert judgement of individuals or groups 
2. Baseline / expected: extrapolate existing trends into the future to arrive at 
the statistically ‘most likely’ future, usually not as a prediction but as a 
baseline from which deviations can be conceived 
3. Elaboration of fixed scenarios: pre-defining a scenario and proceeding to 
work out its genesis and description in increasing levels of detail 
4. Event sequences: discreet defensible events that cumulatively lead up to a 
future state 
5. Backcasting: envisioning a future state and ‘working backwards’ to create a 
logical development linking it with the present 
6. Dimensions of uncertainty: identifying sources of uncertainty and using 
different variants of these as the basis for alternative scenarios 
7. Cross-impact analysis: using a matrix to explore the contingencies of 
probabilities of each given event with the occurrence of other events 
8. Modelling: simulations using mathematical models of a system 
 
Despite the use of computer simulation and other modelling tools to support 
scenario-building in many cases, writers on the topic (Bishop, et al, 2007; Carroll, 
2001) tend to agree that human judgement, and not quantification, is the central 
motor of scenario techniques. As a lone researcher, the most immediate and 
integrative tool available to me in designing scenarios is my own informed 
judgement within my areas of established expertise, supplemented by the 
judgements of experts and colleagues in other fields for aspects that are not within 
my expertise (technique 1),. Event sequences (technique 4) were also of assistance 
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in deriving my scenarios. The primary data from which I am working consists of 
descriptions of principles, practices and motivations at play in digitally-mediated 
urban spatial practice in present-day Chinese cities. 
 
The fundamental principle of cross-impact analysis (technique 7) is very relevant 
and available in the construction of my scenarios, though the actual applications of 
this technique described by Bishop et al and explained in more detail by Huss and 
Honton (1987: 24-28) are not appropriate for adoption because they work with fixed 
indicators. The central proposition of cross-impact analysis – that structured cross-
referencing of definitive factors in the scenario to locate potentials for possible 
future developments can lead to greater insight and more defensible findings – is 
the basis for a version of this technique that I use. 
 
The remaining techniques in the list bear lesser promise of applicability to the 
problem I am addressing. Baseline/expected (technique 2) and elaboration of fixed 
scenarios (technique 3) are not of much use in pursuing this proposition. I am not 
aiming at forecasting a statistically most-likely future, nor am I beginning with a pre-
conceived end-state. As I am not working backwards from a pre-designed endpoint, 
backcasting (technique 5) is not of use to me. Dimensions of uncertainty and 
modelling (techniques 6 and 8) imply a prior theoretical description of the situation 
by fixed variables, which I do not espouse. 
 
2.3.4. Carroll’s scenario-based design 
As noted, scenarios have been used in many fields of human enquiry, and the 
forms, methods and techniques of the scenarios used in each of these fields are 
dependent on many factors, such as the conventions and semantics of the 
respective field of knowledge, the aims of practitioners in that field and the nature of 
the interests within that field pertaining to instrumentalisation of the future. 
 
John Carroll is a prominent figure in the use of scenario-based design in the area of 
human-computer interaction. Many elements of Carroll’s work are seen as 
appropriate for adoption for this research, because his description and testing of 
scenarios centres on practices, which I have established as a central term in the 
vocabulary of this thesis. Working in the area of interface design, Carroll posits the 
need to shed what he sees as the burdens and constraints of the engineering-
based bias of the way in which interactivity is often described and narrated, in the 
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form of use studies. He proposes formatting the same situation in a different way, 
not by changing the focus but by changing the way in which stories are told about 
this practice. He professes to be moving from an “engineering-based” way of telling 
stories to a design-based way of telling stories. In explaining what this entails, he 
lists six “characteristics and difficult properties” of design: 
 
1. incomplete descriptions of the problem to be addressed 
2. lack of guidance on possible design moves 
3. the design goal or solution cannot be known in advance 
4. trade-offs among many interdependent elements 
5. reliance on a diversity of knowledge and skills 
6. wide-ranging and ongoing impacts on human activity (Carroll, 2000: 22). 
 
In view of these complicating factors, Carroll suggests methods that rely on building 
upon observed practices in the found situation in a structured manner, rather than 
artificially constraining the situation to a theoretical description. The most basic of 
these methods,  “hill climbing”, refers to direct extrapolation of proposed situations 
from existing situations. In Carroll’s (ibid: 159) words: “Starting from an extant 
situation of use helps to concretize the design problem immediately. It focuses how 
to conceptualise the design issues and what sorts of solutions to entertain on the 
manifest problems and latent opportunities in current practice.”  
 
Such direct reasoning from found situations, though, is only one component of 
scenario-based design. Carroll cites Dreyfus’ (1955: 59) notion of “survival forms”, 
design artefacts and use-situations which are proven to work in contexts that are 
not directly or obviously contiguous with the context of the current design, but which 
are potentially transferable. Whereas hill-climbing from found situations relies on 
obvious connections of immediate relevance, survival forms are only potentially 
relevant, and their relevance relies largely on finding the necessary cognitive leap 
to translate them from their original context to a new context. 
 
Two techniques are proposed to support the systematic codification and 
introduction of survival forms into scenario-based design: principled emulation and 
activity modelling. Principled emulation involves the importation of scenarios of use 
(and usability rationale) from a “non-predecessor artefact” into the scenario under 
development. Activity modelling is the attribution of patterns of human behaviour 
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observed in a non-precedent situation into the scenario under development. The 
techniques described above can be summarised as follows: 
 
antecedent situation of use ► hill climbing ► designed situation of use 
potentially relevant artifact-in-use ► principled emulation ► designed situation of 
use 
potentially relevant activity ► activity modelling ► designed situation of use 
 
(adapted from Carroll, 2000: 161) 
 
I will not further pursue these techniques in distinction from one another, as they 
seem to be tailor-made for the immediate applications of interest to Carroll, growing 
out of terms and theories of human-computer interaction. Instead, in the following 
section, I will argue for different techniques for the use of “survival forms” in my 
scenarios in a manner appropriate to my proposition and context. 
 
For Carroll, scenarios are found or proposed situations of use of an artefact 
(specifically, software). In his “scenario-based design” (emphasis mine), scenarios 
are the basis for the process, as well as the outcomes of the process, and he writes 
of scenario-finding as opposed to scenario-building. The design element is located 
primarily in the making of claims for practices that could arise within a scenario and 
supporting these claims. It would be possible to state the premise of my scenarios 
within this language (digitally-mediated urban spatial practice in China is the 
scenario within which I am making claims for practices) but Carroll’s way of stating 
the scenario-building process is not optimum for describing the transformational 
character of scenarios implicit in examples already cited. The situation of use is not 
interesting as a frame within which practices happen, but rather as a source of 
practices which engender new situations of use with new practices and so on. 
 
2.3.5. Integrity of scenarios  
To qualify as research tools, scenarios must be structured in a way that allows for 
their interrogation in terms of believability and internal consistency. “Usability 
rationale” is Carroll’s term for “explicit statements about how particular design 
elements might affect use,” and these usability rationale are tested and validated 
(or otherwise) through a process called “claims analysis”, through which the 
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individual claims made in a scenario are subject to scrutiny by a number of methods. 
He proposes seven different ways in which claims may be supported: 
 
1. Scanning for causes and effects: evaluating the causal relationships in the 
scenario with regards to their conformity with known principles, especially 
from the social and behavioural sciences. 
2. Participatory analysis: asking users and stakeholders to evaluate the 
believability and desirability of the claims of the scenario 
3. Systematic questioning: identifying and questioning the logic of each event, 
goal and motivation implied or stated in the scenario 
4. Questioning stages of action: using theories of human activity to justify the 
sequences of events claimed by the scenario 
5. Reuse of prior analyses: transferring insights from proven principles in 
analogous contexts 
6. Theory-based claims: using theoretical frameworks pertaining to relevant 
classes of usage situations to which the situation depicted in the scenario 
belongs 
7. Transformations: re-ordering of claims within a completed claims analysis to 
bring about insights into the possible further development of the scenario. 
 
Several of these principles for the validation of practice-centred claims made in 
scenarios are applicable to the demonstration of accountability in my own practice-
centred approach. A combination of these methods was adopted for the purposes 
of the scenario presented in this thesis. The above descriptions of claims validating 
methods are extremely abbreviated when compared to Carroll’s original 
descriptions, and lack his illustrating examples. Indeed, they do not contain much of 
the information required to understand Carroll’s specific original intents relative to 
design for use-situation-based scenarios in human-computer interaction. I have 
intentionally provided a broader and briefer description than that explicitly stated in 
the source, which allows for the easier transfer of these topics into my field of 
enquiry. This methodology is intended to generate a true understanding of probable 
behaviour of people and systems in interaction, and its purported value lies in its 
predictive or anticipatory efficacy. These goals are not those of my research, but I 
contend that the seven listed sources of validation remain reliable, even if their 
authority is applied to a different end than Carroll’s. 
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In the middle of Carroll’s (2000: 192) book, almost as an aside in the course of a 
demonstration of the application of his techniques in a specific software 
development project, appears the statement “(A)nalysis of genre and hill climbing 
provided convergent rationale (emphasis mine). Confidence about design moves 
can be enhanced when complementary modes of design reasoning converge in this 
way.” The term or concept of convergent rationale is not expanded upon further, nor 
was it deemed important enough to include in the book’s index. To me, however, 
this statement seemed to provide an important insight into the construction of 
scenarios, that allows for the adaptation of the quantitative technique of cross-
impact analysis to a qualitative, insight-centred approach. This realisation also 
resonates with theories of creativity (i.e. Koestler) and innovation (Luecke and Katz, 
2003) that, to paraphrase, propose that novelty arises when someone finds a 
common ground upon which formerly disparate things can be brought together to 
create a new context for emergence of new things. The convergent rationale 
technique described below is my attempt to create a scenario-building tool based 
on this principle. 
 
2.4. Methodology summary 
In this chapter I have declared and defended my choice of grounded theory and 
scenarios as the primary research methodologies for my study. Both of these 
methodologies support the construction of grounded and internally coherent 
conceptual structures that are well suited for the type of open-ended exploration of 
complex contexts that I am pursuing.  
 
Grounded theory is characterised by an iterative process of note-taking and coding 
from an observed situation, through which categories are developed. Through 
memo-ing, the researcher records propositions regarding categories, based on 
recognition of patterns among the members of a category. Cartographic 
approaches to “situational analysis” can be applied to constructing different views 
on the situation under study, to aid in the process of grounded theory research as 
well as the representation of its results. 
 
Scenario building is a subset of futuring techniques that deals with methodology for 
the elaboration of holistic and multidimensional future-oriented narratives that can 
serve as probes into realistic or possible futures, providing contexts for the 
exploration of future possibilities. I propose that scenarios can be defined as stories, 
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used as tools. I summarised techniques for the invention of scenarios, as well as 
criteria for the supporting of the claims made in scenarios. 
 
The following chapter deals with the specifics of my appropriation of these 
methodologies into my research approach, my adaptation of them to the research 
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3.1. Introduction 
This section recounts my application of the above-discussed methods to the 
investigation of my research situation: the digital mediation of urban spatial practice. 
This situation is conceived as a program that I call the “mediated city”. I have 
chosen to identify six themes by which to extract a clear set of narrative threads 
from the multiple non-linear processes that intermingled in the pursuit of an 
understanding of this situation through grounded theory. Three of these themes are 
progressions, each of which begins with the definition of a dataset representing a 
facet of urban practices (i.e. mediated urban life, mediated urban design and 
mediated urban planning) and continues with the successive generation of 
categories and relations within the dataset through grounded theory methods.   
 
As declared in section 1.7 of the literature review, I propose that the division 
between three modes of mediated urban spatial practice – mediated urban planning, 
mediated urban design and mediated urban life – by which I categorise the 
literature, can be taken as a meaningful distinction, for the purposes of this 
research, between different subsets of digitally mediated urban spatial practice, and 
that the analysis of practices within each of these subsets, and comparison 
between practices in different subsets, can support an understanding of the 
situation of the mediated city. I thus adopt these three points of view as the realms 
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of urban spatial practice to which I apply grounded theory methodology, in order to 
pursue the first purpose of this study: to gain and articulate a grounded 
understanding of the ways in which the use of digital technologies in the planning, 
design and inhabitation of cities are affecting urban spatial practice. The 
representative dataset that was analysed to gain an understanding of each of the 
three modes of mediated urban spatial practice is drawn from the references and 
projects in the respective subsection of the literature review. 
 
Two other themes are activities that were carried out parallel to the grounded theory 
analysis of these three datasets. One theme is the application of cartographic 
methods to integrate findings from the three modes of mediated urban spatial 
practice into a uniting conceptual framework. The other theme is my drafting, at 
several points in the process, of design briefs representing possible approaches to 
the problem of the mediated city. The remaining theme pertains to the methods I 
applied to drafting a scenario of possible near-future manifestations of mediated 
urban spatial practice in China. 
 
The vocabulary and framework of thought by which I coded data and defined 
categories in the grounded theory analysis of the above-mentioned datasets were 
informed by the understanding of different positions on the processes of production 
of meaning garnered from the themes and distinctions provided by the literature on 
semiotics, discourse, practice and cybernetics from sections 1.5 and 1.6 of the 
literature review. The theoretical framework thus constructed corresponds to the 
second purpose of this study: to propose a conceptual model of approaches to the 
program of the “mediated city” that integrates these mediated urban spatial 
practices. 
 
The third purpose of this study – to extrapolate a near future scenario for the 
continued development of the digital mediation of urban spatial practice in the 
Chinese urban context – was pursued using scenario building methodology. The 
raw materials for the construction of a scenario were provided by the results of the 
grounded theory application, as well as the references discussed in section 1.3, on 
current thought and practice in the composing of relationships between digital 
technologies, physical space and materiality; and section 1.4, which describes and 
discusses existing mediated urban spatial practice in 21st century urban China. 
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3.2. Grounded theory application 
If “grounded theory starts with a research situation”, the situation that I approach in 
this research is the digital mediation of urban spatial practice. As already explained 
in the literature review, I have abstracted three sub-situations from this situation: 
mediated urban life, mediated urban design and mediated urban planning. The 
research aimed at understanding the “approaches” to the application of digital 
technologies to urban spatial practice represented in each of these sub-situations. 
This division was not a criterion at the beginning of the research process, but 
emerged from the recognition of sub-themes within the works consulted and data 
gathered. This means that the selection and analysis of datasets were driven by 
observations and readings into the situation, rather than a theoretical structure or 
hypothesis. 
 
I use the word ‘approaches’ rather than ‘practices’ for the units of analysis of this 
research because I am not analysing actions but rather thought about actions in 
each of the sub-situations of mediated urban spatial practice. In the case of the 
mediated urban life dataset, this means reflective thought on observed behaviour of 
people using digital mediation in their daily lives in cities. For the mediated urban 
design and mediated urban planning datasets, this means projective thought on 
proposed design and planning projects in the city. The former is looking at what is 
going on and building a narrative. The latter is building a narrative to explain an 
idea for something that could be. Both project a will of interpretation on the world: 
one by prescribing a strategy to physically form something to correspond to an idea, 
the other imposing an idea onto an already-formed thing. 
  
Surveys of existing projects, practices and ideas regarding the digital mediation of 
urban spatial practice were important components of this research. Taxonomies, 
maps and other conceptual devices served in helping to find a ‘fit’ between 
theoretical frameworks and observed phenomena or found practices collected 
through these surveys. These structures were refined, renewed, discarded and 
transformed as they were brought into contact with new data or observations. Thus, 
in the later stages, they became concise embodiments of the theoretical construct 
at the core of the thesis. The testing of these taxonomies, maps and other 
conceptual devices against the actual phenomena in the world was not 
retrospective but rather was implicit in their generation.  
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3.3. Mediated urban life 
During the first two months of my PhD studies, I concentrated on attaining an 
understanding of the 21st century Chinese urban context, and the role of digital 
technologies therein. Through readings of scholarly sources as well as web- and 
paper-based news media, I gained an appreciation of predominant themes and 
discourses in the discussion of the contemporary development of China’s cities. 
This led to a presentation, at my first review of candidature in May of 2003, in which 
I described the current transformations in urban China in terms of parallel and 
interdependent processes of urbanisation and informatisation, and articulated what 
I saw as the pivotal themes that define these two processes and their interaction. 
Though I had not yet arrived at grounded theory as a methodology at this point, I 
had in effect gone through the grounded theory process of defining a situation (21st 
century Chinese urbanisation), noting insights that arose through my increasing 
familiarity with the subject while at the same time recognising relations between my 
insights, on the basis of which categories and propositions about relations between 
items within or between categories were developed. 
 
My notes from these readings split into two families or core categories, each of 
which presented a different way of talking about the observed situation, but for 
which I could not find an immediately apparent common base of concepts or issues, 
beyond that they both addressed the use of digital technologies in contemporary 
Chinese cities. 
 
The first family of notes had to do with developmental processes. Within this core 
category, I identified the two categories of urbanisation and informatisation as the 
anchors around which the conceptualisation of current issues in China’s cities could 
be meaningfully organised for the purposes of the understanding I was trying to 
attain. The choice of the process-focused categories of urbanisation and 
informatisation, as opposed for example to corresponding object-focused views (i.e. 
cities and digital communication systems) on the same referents, reveal that a 
vocabulary of action and change, and not of spaces and systems, was most useful 
in telling the story of contemporary urbanism in China.  
 
The second family of notes had to do with the practices of Chinese urban citizens in 
these cities. The identification of this set of themes led me to seek knowledge that 
would help me to conceptualise these practices and understand them in relation to 
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other urban practices. In this phase of reading I became acquainted with a stream 
of scholarly writing on the ways in which the commonplace use of digital 
communications technologies by people in the practice of their day-to-day lives was 
affecting the way people inhabit and behave in cities. Notes from these readings 
accumulated to become the basis for the dataset of the family of practices that I call 
“mediated urban life”. These readings allowed me to recognise the presence, in 
Chinese cities, of phenomena in the mediation of urban spatial practice with digital 
communication technologies that had been remarked upon or conceptualised in 
observations in cities across the world, but at the same time they made me aware 
of the high degree of cultural specificity in the way these practices actually manifest 
themselves in urban China. So, rather than becoming subsumed within the general 
“mediated urban life” dataset, the specific Chinese practices were confirmed as an 
integral dataset in their own right. 
 
In grounded theory terms, each of these families of notes formed a core category, 
and the coding of notes and memo-ing within each family defined sub-categories, 
with distinctions and relations, out of which a conceptual framework emerged. 
 
Having surveyed and described, through the analysis of the first of the above two 
core categories, the contemporary Chinese urban situation, I then sought to gather 
contextual knowledge on what seemed to me at the time the most obvious bodies 
of knowledge pertinent to understanding 21st century Chinese processes of 
urbanisation and informatisation. I began to refresh and augment my previous 
knowledge and experience of current thinking and writing on urban theory and 
digital culture, concentrating specifically on works about the idea of the so-called 
“digital” or “mediated” city, as well as the group of sources on embodied interaction, 
locative technologies, grounded computing and related topics cited in the literature 
review under the category “space, materiality and digital mediation”. 
 
As a basic tenet, grounded theory avoids the adoption of preordained theories to 
structure data taken from a found situation, aiming instead to provide methods for 
coaxing out the theory implicit in the data. Aside from disagreeing with the 
implication that any set of data implies only one best possible valid theoretical 
interpretation, I would also assert that any derivation of theory from data requires 
the introduction of an external force to the equation in the form of an “approach” to 
the data, although I do not intend to contradict the possibility or desirability of 
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eschewing the introduction of foregone conclusions such as theories into data 
analysis. An approach is a way of thinking that is the beginning of a conversation, 
not the end – not a presupposition about the answer but a guess at how to ask the 
first questions.   
 
In some of the preceding cases, the ways of thinking that I brought to the analysis 
were influenced (when viewed in retrospect) by preferences and mind-sets that I 
have developed through my engagement with related issues throughout my studies 
and career. In a few cases, though, my coding and categorising was influenced by 
my curiosity about new (to me) ideas I was encountering in my background 
readings at that time in my research process. For instance, my very perception of  
“mediated Chinese urban spatial practice” as a situation was enabled by my 
readings, on the one hand, in Chinese urbanism and, on the other hand, in 
mediated spatial practice. The categories by which I structured my findings from 
this situation were conditioned by a conversation between these two bodies of 
knowledge. 
 
A clear instance of this is in my conceptualisation of the “mediated urban spatial 
practice” situation under the rubric of “cyburban semiotics”. Because I very quickly 
found my architect  / urban designer’s vocabulary of relations between urban 
citizens and the city (predicated largely on spatial and physical relations, with which 
Lynch’s approach is an easy match) inadequate for conceptualising or even 
describing the modes of mediated urban experience discussed in many of my 
readings and evident in many observed situations, I sought other ways of 
understanding the construction of meaningful relations between people and cities 
through the “urban semiotics” readings discussed in the literature review. I had 
gained an awareness of the several schools of thought on urban semiotics, any one 
of which could have been applied as a theoretical framework to analyse and 
“explain” the found situation. However, none of the theories I encountered appealed 
to me as a structure by which I found it pertinent or useful to subjugate my 
understanding and analysis of the research situation, but a number of them were 
intriguing as evidence of theorisation as another practice within the research 
situation. My readings in urban semiotics were paralleled with simultaneous 
readings into interface and computational semiotics, which was giving me a 
language to enunciate the experience of interactivity from a non-functional, non-
object-focused point of view. Semiotics also now provided a common vocabulary 
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within which digital practice and urban practice could be brought together. The 
conceptualisation of the city that I constructed from the superposition of the 
thought-frames of urban semiotics and interface semiotics was brought into contact 
with the dataset of “mediated urban life”, leading to the framing of life in the 
mediated city as “cyburban semiotics” and the categorisation and theorisation of the 
data in several categories having to do with transformations in the essential 
semiotic relationships between cities and citizens. 
 
3.4. Mediated urban design 
As part of the background research, as already covered in the literature review, I 
had done a wide-ranging survey of projects and proposals for the digital mediation 
of urban spatial practice through interventions in specific urban places or the 
construction of new types of urban spaces or systems. 
 
In 2004, four Dutch art, design and cultural organisations and institutions (Stroom, 
SKOR, Premsela and the Information WorkPlace) organised the first (and until now 
only) fusedspace ideas competition (www.fusedspace.org), which was open to 
artists, architects, designers, urbanists, interaction designers and indeed all others, 
and called for proposals for the application of existing digital technologies to 
achieve new forms of public space or social interaction in public space. The 328 
entries to the competition provided a ready-made integral dataset reflecting the 
current range of approaches to the design of digitally-mediated urban spaces, 
which was (and still is, as of May, 2008) freely available for viewing in full on the 
competition website. This competition offered me a ready-made dataset for 
approaches to “mediated urban design”. It represented a self-selected global 
community of affinity consisting of practitioners, academics and students in the 
creative professions. The competition brief asked specifically for designs 
addressing the digital mediation of urban public space, which means that the nature 
of the explicit data in the entries corresponds precisely to the intended object of 
enquiry, which is to understand and conceptualise the ways in which designers of 
spaces in the city approach problems of the design of mediated spaces (or spatial 
mediation) in cities. Each entry is represented on the website by three images and 
a text, which constituted the deliverables submitted by each entrant. Thirty 
nominees were chosen for a short-list. Jury comments on the nominated projects 
were posted on the website. A first, second and third prize entry were subsequently 
chosen from the nominated proposals. 
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The coding and categorisation of this dataset was done firstly to understand the 
range of options perceived by the entrants to the competition and, secondly, to 
conceptualise relations between different approaches to the competition brief and 
different conceptions of the purpose of designed places in the city. My original 
intention was to use taxonomies as a way of achieving an understanding of the 
distinctions and relations between the different approaches to mediated urban 
design taken by the different entrants to the competition. A number of taxonomic 
strategies were tested for “fitness” against the dataset, with the intent of discovering 
a taxonomy of typologies of mediated urban spaces. One categorisation scheme is 
proffered on the fusedspace competition website, in which the competition 
organisers divided entries into seven categories. In order of descending incidence, 
these typologies are: integrated media spaces (61 entries), public events (18), 
sensory spaces (17), information services (13), data representation (9), flexible 
buildings (8) and game environments (7). The overwhelming preponderance of 
entries in the first category would seem to be a telling piece of information, but the 
website does not offer definitions of the categories, and a perusal of the entries in 
the different categories does not lead me to any unequivocal set of distinctions 
between the categories used. Furthermore, the taxonomy only accounts for 133 of 
the 328 entries, including only 19 of the 30 finalists and none of the three winners. 
The taxonomy had been abandoned before the dataset could be subsumed. Each 
of the categories corresponds to a shorthand journalistic catch-phrase by which 
different mediated spaces are distinguished, related and discussed: different 
categories by which each of the entries can be appropriated into current popular 
discourse on mediated space. The taxonomic strategy gave insights into strategies 
for bringing individual entries into current discourse, i.e. the superficial surface that 
can be applied to them, but did not allow insight into the deeper structures or 
fundamental principles by which they are related or distinguished. 
 
I attempted my own initial loose taxonomy based on a random sampling of 60 of the 
fusedspace entries. This exercise was grounded in the data rather than being 
based on pre-chosen categories, in that I went through the list jotting down 
instinctive, concise descriptions of the type of space proposed. If a proposal fit 
easily into an existing category in my list, it was added to that category. If a 
category could be easily rephrased to include the project currently under 
consideration as well those already in the category, it was altered accordingly. If not, 
a new description, and thus a new category, was invented for the proposal. Thus, I 
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was able to identify clusters of ideas within the dataset. The final list had 26 
categories. Nineteen of these categories contain only one or two proposals, below 
the statistical average of 60 / 26 = 2.3. Three categories had between two and four 
times that number of members. These were: services for existing mobile phone 
network (6 proposals), collective imaging / public collaborative canvas (8) and 
windows between remote places (9). Further iterations of the process on the same 
data would likely have allowed the invention of new categories incorporating two or 
more of the smaller categories. Also, proceeding through the projects in a different 
order may have led different categories to be identified earlier and thus increase the 
likelihood of proposals considered subsequently to be judged for “fit” within those 
categories. So although these are not by any means the leading typologies of 
spaces, they are a cluster of typologies that capture a set of commonalities within 
subsets of the entries. A main value of this instinctive taxonomy is that it revealed 
my own predilection towards categorisation based on the added value brought by 
the digital mediation of the space, the central experiential or functional aspect 
exhibited by the mediated space that was not possessed by the unmediated space. 
As may be the case with many off-the-cuff categorisations, this taxonomic attempt 
also remained at the superficial level of a cataloguing exercise, a recording and 
ordering of what can already be said about these things without the taxonomy. 
 
Of the three sub-situations of mediated urban spatial practice that I defined, 
mediated urban design is the most closely related to architecture in its scope and 
scale. Led by the architectural typologies and biological taxonomies that inspired 
my ambition to understand this dataset by categorising its components, I next 
approached the entries as a series of designed artefacts, a set of objects, a 
collection of things. My categorisations of this dataset began by trying-out a series 
of taxonomic strategies akin to the typologies of building types that are used to 
order, distinguish, relate and analyse works of architecture (i.e. Krier, 1993). I 
carried out a number of categorisations of the thirty short-listed nominee entries in 
terms of their physical and functional descriptions as objects. That an expanded or 
shifted vocabulary is needed to categorise mediated spaces as opposed to non-
mediated spaces is an obvious assumption. I nonetheless tried a categorisation 
based on what type of physical space was chosen as the site for each project, 
which revealed a preponderance of projects for systems to mediate the use and 
experience of streets, the most commonplace of physical public spaces, followed 
closely by projects dealing with transport systems. Expectedly, this taxonomy 
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remained mute in terms of the dimensions brought to the spatial experience by 
digital mediation. 
 
I conceived of these spaces as being different from other urban spaces in that they 
were digital interfaces. Consequently, I then tried a series of categorisations based 
on different points of view on the interface. Each of these was successful in that 
each provided a set of categories that could account for all of the entries and 
through which, using the relationships between the categories, one could infer 
relationships between the entries (the results of some of these categorisation 
exercises are shown in appendix B). However, none of these categorisations 
developed into full-blown taxonomies. They gave back only the information that I 
had put into them and did not form structures that could be mined to conceptualise 
the deep structure behind the relations. 
 
I proposed and applied a series of other broad taxonomic strategies to the data, 
including a categorization using the categories that had emerged from the 
“mediated urban life” dataset, but each strategy only attained the articulation of 
categories and categorisation criteria when applied to the dataset. In this sense, 
they were not hypotheses or theories or even taxonomies but rather propositions 
that act as investigative probes to “draw out” a theoretical structure from the data. 
This is an explicit application of a mechanism that I would claim is at work implicitly 
in much if not all grounded theory, in which the theory “emerges” from the data not 
by spontaneous generation, but rather by the confrontation of the data with an 
approach to thinking about data. 
 
The first taxonomic approach that was put up against the data was predicated on 
the description of the entries as (physical) objects with (digital) functions. The two 
core criteria for categorisation were the type of space or object proposed and the 
functionality offered by the digital aspect of the proposal. These criteria correspond 
quite obviously to the “form” and “function” aspects of built space canonised in 
architectural thought and which underlie the logic of many architectural taxonomies 
by typology. The two categories also paralleled the physical/urban and virtual/digital 
components reflected in the proposition of an “urban place as interface”. 
 
An intermediate taxonomic strategy was informed by the conception of the spaces 
as interfaces, understood in Brenda Laurel’s terms as “representations within which 
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one acts”. The search for categorisation criteria under this logic followed from the 
question of, if spaces-as-interfaces are representations, what are the different types 
of representations that are possible, and what difference is made in spatial 
interaction by different types of representation? 
 
A later taxonomic approach was tried out on the basis of “scripting” spaces in terms 
of roles projected by people onto the digital systems they use, which reveal a 
number of utilitarian discourses of the digital that are enacted daily in people’s use 
of digital technologies. The seed for this taxonomy is based on a survey of 
commonplace applications of interactivity in built space. The confrontation of this 
categorisation scheme with the “mediated urban design” dataset revealed the 
scripts by which designers of these spaces conceived of the nature of the project of 
mediated urban space. Because the fusedspace competition was a quite open-
ended ideas competition unconstrained by a prescribed site, brief, client, political or 
planning issues or budget, one can reasonably assume that the entries to a large 
degree reflect the mind-set of the authors regarding this type of space – their 
“approaches”. The taxonomy that came from this phase of the exercise categorised 
entries in terms of the “scripts” for mediated spaces that could be argued to underlie 
the various entries. 
 
These taxonomies did not “fail” in the sense of not being able to account for the 
variety of approaches present in the dataset. There are a number of insights that 
can be drawn from each of the taxonomies as conceptual structures. More telling 
was what each taxonomy was not able to say, which drove me not to accept it as a 
final structure. The criterion by which each taxonomy “failed” was an important 
criterion for the next taxonomy that was tried out, which usually improved on that 
criterion but brought another one to light that inspired the search for the next trial 
strategy, and so forth. The word “failure” is perhaps misleading. I did not begin (or 
finish) this exercise with a fixed set of specifications for the taxonomy I was seeking, 
beyond the usefully vague and deceivingly simple-sounding criterion of a “fit” 
between the theory and the data. However, an exact “fit” (if such a thing is possible) 
in such a test is the result that yields the least amount of information. The (negative) 
incongruities in any non-fit between two structures can be re-conceptualised as a 
(positive) distinguishing characteristic of the dataset – one aspect that gives the 
situation under study its particularity. The accumulation of insights about the 
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mediated urban design dataset is the story of the ways in which it has resisted 
different attempts at conceptualisation. 
 
I cannot identify any particular aspect of the attempt and failure of any one 
taxonomic strategy that led to an indication of the direction in which a more 
appropriate strategy might be sought, but the fact of a particular strategy’s failure 
deferred the fixing of a theoretical structure and allowed the tack of the search 
process to be nudged in a certain direction by my evolving point of view on the topic. 
The taxonomic approach proved sufficiently robust to survive the several iterations 
of this process as the preferred tool of analysis and medium of expression. 
However, the primary units of analysis of the taxonomy had drifted from an 
architectural object-centred bias in the first categorisation through categorisations of 
‘scriptings’ of spaces in intermediate versions to a taxonomy of approaches. 
 
3.5. Mappings 
Having used grounded theory to conceptualise datasets representing several 
aspects of the research proposition, it became possible and desirable to extend 
these theoretical descriptions “upward” and “outward” to find their commonalities 
and core categories at a level that could integrate all of them within a single 
conceptual scheme. Early in the research process, I was using the term “urban 
interface” to refer to all the digital technology systems, mediated spaces and 
performative appropriation of digital technologies that appear in the practices in all 
three types of mediated urban spatial practice. I had arrived at the two following 
statements with which I attempted to reconcile differences in practices into one 
understanding, and to distinguish the projects and applications that were of interest 
to me in this research from those that are not relevant. The two statements are: 
• An “urban interface” supports a semiotic relation between the citizen and the 
city, and 
• An “urban interface” is instrumental in the ongoing evolution of the city 
I developed two mapping conventions to support the conceptual integration of all 
the observed practices in terms of the above two definitions. These two conventions 
were extendable into subsequent datasets and codings as well. 
 
The first mapping convention I developed was a nine-square grid that allowed for 
the relating of different theoretical approaches to the city as well as the positioning 
of different mediated urban spatial practices, both in terms of urban life and urban 
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design (see the left of figure 3.1)1. This addressed the issue of showing different 
semiotic relations between the citizen and the city (the first of my two criteria for an 
“urban interface”). Through my background readings and the ongoing analysis of 
data through grounded theory, I identified a number of “points of view” on the city 
that correspond to the perspectives from which different researchers, planners, 
designers and citizens conceive, describe and perform the city. Three of these – the 
Informational City, the Physical City, and the Social City – are aspects of 
conceptualisation of the city. Three other points of view – abstraction, practice and 
association – are aspects of interaction with(in) the city. Cross-mapping the three 
categories of conceptualisation with the three categories of performance creates a 
nine-square grid that was the basis of a device onto which different theoretical 
descriptions or explanations of the city and of interactivity could be mapped.  
 
       
 
Figure 3.1: the two mapping conventions – the nine-square positional matrix (left) and the 
urban cycle (right) 
 
This type of map allows for “theoretical clustering” (my term) that does not reduce 
one theory to another nor allow the ideological flavour of any one conceptualisation 
to predominate. It made possible the integration of data, found theory and 
generated theory in a single landscape that can receive them all but does not raise 
any one to the level of dominating theory. It is, however, not generic in that the 
dimensions and categories by which it is delineated are the criteria that allow the 
contained theories and approaches to share an ideatic continuum. It is a landscape 
                                                
1 This mapping device emerged from my trying to map out the idea space of various writings on the 
mediated city in order to explore their interrelations, as part of the note-taking / coding process of 
grounded theory. LeFebvre’s distinction of the city as lived, the city as perceived and the city as 
conceived formed the skeleton of the vertical axis and the alignment of different influential ideas 
from different authors with this axis implied a horizontal extension in the categories shown. 
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that allows for the expression of both affinity and distinction. The datasets 
themselves are also part of the determinants of sub-categories, because they 
reflect how the practice is divided. This map is able to include the theories and 
approaches identified from the “mediated urban life” and “mediated urban design” 
datasets, as well as found theories.  
 
The other mapping convention adopted was that of a loop2 (see the right of figure 
3.2) representing my abstraction of the process by which a city is perpetuated in a 
state of constant becoming, pertaining to my second criterion for an “urban 
interface” (that it is instrumental in the ongoing evolution of the city). It can be seen 
as related to other similar graphic devices used to represent the product life cycle 
and other “closed circulars” used to depict and support the application of the 
ecological paradigm to thinking about design processes. However, this mapping 
differs from such diagrams in that it does not relate to a literal material cycle but 
rather a cycle of urban practices that maintain the city (although material is, by 
nature, taken into this cycle and formed by it). This cycle is shown as passing 
through four phases – design, build, inhabit, reflect. The original intention of this 
diagram was to visualise the differences between the various fusedspace entries in 
terms of where each project’s author(s) situated their proposal within the city’s 
evolutionary process and whether a distinction could be made between 
conventional “place focused” approaches and “process based” proposals that play 
an active role in a city’s development rather than being seen as self-contained 
spectacles. This device achieved this goal, and also proved effective for the 
mapping of practices from the previous dataset of “mediated urban life” as well as 
the examples of “mediated urban planning”, discussed below. The nine-square grid 
device corresponds to Clarke’s definition of a positional map, whereas the urban 
cycle diagram is a situational map of a sort, although neither adheres to the 
mapping conventions established by Clarke (2005: 83-144), as described in sub-
section 2.2.2.  
 
3.6. Mediated urban planning 
The dataset representing mediated urban planning practice consists of a set of five 
detailed proposals or projects for the application of digital technologies to the 
planning of cities or urban districts. These five particular projects were chosen for 
                                                
2 I developed a version of this loop model in my Masters studies, as an instinctive representation of 
the process of urban morphogenesis. 
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inclusion because each deals with a specific city and culminates in a detailed 
proposal, application or demonstration; are all led by established figures in the field 
at respected institutions of higher learning and; in sum these projects give a broad 
overview of different goals, theories, approaches and results. Each exemplifies a 
different type, approach or facet of urban design. The focus of this survey is on 
projects rather than books or pieces of scholarly work because I am looking at the 
kind of bundled proposals for action implicit in projects. Each of these projects is 
centred on an idea for a mechanism to support a design or planning process, rather 
than a proposal for a specific design. They are all designs for systems for 
supporting designing, rather than designs of finished products. All five of the 
projects address intrinsically urban dimensions, rather than generic generative 
principles that could equally be applied to consumer products or architecture. All 
also deal with the process of defining the form of a city, rather than providing 
experiences within pre-established architectural frames within the city. 
 
As with the other datasets, note-taking and coding led to the identification of 
categories and their relations. Through memo-ing, a conceptual framework of 
characteristics of categories, mechanisms and themes within categories, as well as 
relations between categories, emerged. A cartographic approach to situational 
analysis proved useful in the conceptualisation of “mediated urban planning” based 
on this dataset, although, as mentioned, I found it pertinent to adapt and develop 
my own mapping conventions rather than directly adopting those proposed by 
Clarke. These projects immediately found a place along the existing practices of 
mediated urban life and mediated urban design in the existing nine-square and 
cycle mappings, providing further validation for these maps as well as bonding the 
new dataset to the previous sets conceptually. 
 
The members of this dataset were far fewer than those of the other datasets, but 
the information available on each member is much more rich and multidimensional 
than was available for the mediated urban life or mediated urban design data. This 
was reflected in the mapping of these projects onto the two common cartographic 
frameworks. Firstly, I mapped the projects onto the nine-square grid as trajectories 
rather than points, indicating that these approaches operated at the level of 
navigating through the idea-space of the mediated city, rather than siting 
themselves at a fixed position. Secondly, graphing these projects onto the cycle 
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diagram reveals that each of these projects took this cycle as malleable and worked 
on it, rather than within it. 
 
This effectively transformed the nine-square grid device from a relational matrix to a 
terrain, and the cycle graph from a rigid substrate for practices to a medium that 
can be transformed by practices. This re-conception of these diagrammatic tools 
supported the discovery of insights into these projects that are presented and 
discussed in Chapter 4.Analysis. Through them, I was able to distinguish between 
projects that apply digital technologies to perpetuate the status quo in planning 
practice and those that exploit the potential of digital mediation of practice to 
transform the structure of the process itself. 
 
The internal complexity of each of these projects also justified the mapping of each 
project on an individual map, comparable to the “discourse maps” proposed by 
Clarke. So these projects were used both as individual pieces of data that could be 
collated and compared and as situations in their own right, whose internal logic 
could be subjected to analogous mapping techniques to those applied at the level 
of entire datasets.  
 
3.7. My trial approaches 
During the research, simultaneous to the coding, categorisation and 
conceptualisation of found situations of digital mediation of urban spatial practice, I 
was working on or towards the definition of a design project on the digital mediation 
of urban space in a Chinese city. I had begun this research with the intention of 
pursuing this research as a PhD by project, and at three points during the research 
(not including the final scenario presented in a later chapter of this document), I 
attempted to define a project brief based on my respective current view on the 
mediated city. 
 
My first attempt to define an approach was in the form of an entry I submitted to the 
already mentioned online fusedspace competition. I presented this proposal at my 
first review of candidature at the Graduate Research Conference (GRC) in May 
2004. The second approach I suggested was for an entry to the Shenzhen Olympic 
New Town Planning Competition of 2005. My vision for addressing the brief of this 
competition was the subject of my October 2005 GRC presentation. I conceived of 
the third approach within a proposal that I was leading for the streetscape design 
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for the district surrounding the Olympic Park in Beijing. I showed this approach at 
the GRC in October of 2006. 
 
I intended each of these approaches at the time of its formulation and first 
presentation as the initiation of a design process that never materialised, because I 
chose to change the methods, aims and form of the research. With this shift in my 
intentions, these proposals became potential sets of data in their own right, and I 
use them in the scenario chapter to illustrate the metamorphosis of my approach to 
the problem of Chinese mediated urban spatial practice, prefacing the final scenario. 
 
So, while these approaches were intended as foundations from which a project 
(based on a project methodology) would be based, in the end they are taken as 
data into a different set of methods. I apply the situation and positional mapping 
conventions I have developed to these approaches to represent my own 
approaches to the mediated city by the same conventions by which I mapped the 
approaches of other actors; and to track the changes in my own approach to the 
mediated city.  
 
3.8. My scenarios 
While I found it useful to take on some methods and techniques of established 
approaches to scenario design, most prominently from Carroll, I did not find a single 
method that would have been appropriate to adopt wholesale for addressing the 
situation and intentions of my research. Notten et al’s typology of scenarios (see 
section 2.3) indicates the vast range and multiple dimensions of scenario 
approaches, and my combination, adaptation and subversion of methods from 
various sources was guided by affinities in sub-goals and characteristics between 
my intent and situation and that of other scenario-builders. This typology provides a 
structure and vocabulary for exploring the range of available options in search of 
the most appropriate approaches to the use of scenarios in this thesis. Besides 
providing a framework for the organisation of thought and discourse about the 
members of a related group of things, a typology also embodies criteria for the 
inclusion or exclusion of a given thing or practice from the family of things or 
practices addressed by the typology. On this basis, this exercise in defining my 
scenarios within the language established by this typology will also serve to 
demonstrate the inclusion of my methods and forms within the class of scenarios, 
despite my not explicitly adopting any single established scenario type or technique. 
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Positions regarding the most suitable methods for the scenarios within this thesis 
can be arrived at by critically assessing the options available in each of the three 
overarching themes and fourteen characteristics of the typology in view of their 
relative appropriateness for pursuing the proposition of this thesis. The position 
within the three “overarching themes” is quite unambiguous: 
 
A. The Project Goal is exploration (as opposed to decision support) 
The intention of the scenarios is to explore and give expression to possible future 
developments in digitally-mediated urban spatial practice. These expressions will 
constitute deliverables in their own right and are not intended to support decision-
making about future actions. 
 
B. The Process Design is intuitive (as opposed to formal) 
The development of the scenarios is based on qualitative insights and the 
recognition of emergent opportunities in evolving urban practices. Neither the 
desired results nor the suitable methods are formal or quantifiable in character. 
 
C. The Scenario Context is complex (as opposed to simple) 
The urban situation is an archetype of a complex context of multiple interacting 
actors and processes. Practices are enmeshed in the urban situation in ways that 
preclude their meaningful reduction to simple abstractions. 
 
The fourteen scenario characteristics allow further elaboration on the character and 
intentions of the scenarios: 
 
I. Inclusion of Norms is descriptive (as opposed to normative) 
The scenario does not espouse a specific preconception as to what would 
constitute a more desirable future, either in relation to the present state or in 
relation to other possible futures. Nor am I concerned with prognosticating a future 
that is more likely than others. However, the purpose of the scenario is to 
demonstrate a possible future development of digitally-mediated (per)formative 
urban spatial practice, and this precondition will guide the development of the 
scenario at every stage and every level. I would not claim that this invalidates the 
distinction made relative to this characteristic, however, but rather that this 
APPROACHES TO THE MEDIATED CITY 
 90 
exemplifies the necessity of a position of subjectivity (comparable to a point-of-view 
in a story) that is a precondition for a story (scenario) to be told at all. 
 
II. Vantage Point is forecasting (rather than backcasting) 
The scenario is told in terms of developments from the present situation into the 
future, as an evolution from current practices to future practices. It does not operate 
in a teleological manner, proposing a predefined future state to be worked towards.  
 
III. Subject is both issue-based and area-based (but not institution-based) 
The issue is the digital mediation of urban spatial practice and the area is 21st 
century urban China. Institutions appear as actors in the scenario but do not define 
the point-of-view from which the scenario is told, so it has no significant institution-
based component. 
 
IV. Time Scale is short-term (as opposed to long-term) 
The scenario starts with specific present practices that are very time-and-place-
specific and extrapolates an evolution from this basis, so the claims are very near-
future in orientation. 
 
V. Spatial Scale is national/local (as opposed to global/supranational) 
The scenario addresses clearly defined local (urban) practices within a specific 
national (Chinese) area. Nonetheless, this notion of scale seems to differ from the 
notion of scale that would be most appropriate in dealing with design-centred 
scenarios, in which physical artefacts and the interaction of people with these 
artefacts constitute central elements of how these stories are told. Carroll (2000), 
Jordan and Geiselhart (2006) and others writing about the application of scenarios 
in a design context, define scenarios as narratives of interactions between people 
and designed things or systems. This reinforces my earlier assertion that many 
“definitions” proposed for scenarios are actually statements about the uses to which 
they are put by the respective authors. The global/supranational and national/local 
scales are perhaps relevant to Notten et al’s focus area of scenarios based on 
societal trends and policies, whereas a distinction between the scale of the 
individual interaction and the system behaviour may be more relevant for design-
based scenarios. By this distinction, the scenario will deal with both of these scales. 
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VI. Data is primarily qualitative (as opposed to quantitative) 
The central units of analysis are practices, which involve human agents and 
artefacts immersed in social situations, which are eminently unquantifiable. 
 
VII. Method of Data Collection is desk research (not participatory) 
The scenario is not intended to be conceived from the point of view of a single 
stakeholder group or groups, and will be more concerned with understanding of a 
situation in terms of the dynamics of interaction between different groups. There is 
therefore no need or justification to valorise the point-of-view of a particular group of 
stakeholders as a “target group” above others by involving them as participants. 
The scenario deals with practices rather than experiences or needs, and thus the 
understanding that is required is that of an external view on the interactions rather 
than identification with any of the agents. This need is best served by the desk 
research method. 
 
VIII. Resources are limited (as opposed to extensive) 
The scenario is a short-time-frame component of the PhD studies of a single 
individual with limited funds, so the resources available for deriving the scenario, in 
terms of every criterion, are limited. 
 
IX. Institutional Conditions are open (and not constrained) 
The scenario is not being done at the behest of an institution but rather as an open 
exploration of an intellectual proposition for its own sake. Therefore, the breadth of 
enquiry of the scenario is unhindered by any institutional conditions. 
 
X. Temporal Nature is a chain (rather than a snapshot) 
This thesis argues for the conception of a city as a process rather than a fixed state 
of forms or practices, so it will be more appropriate to present the scenarios as a 
chain, rather than a snapshot. (Looking back on the process, the earlier project 
approaches I derived were unsuccessful in this aspect, mistaking a process of 
interaction within a fixed situation for a genuine process of becoming. So these 
projects indeed present a situation as a snapshot of an end-state, while the final 
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XI. Variables are heterogenous (as opposed to homogenous) 
The scenario describes practices within an urban milieu, of which heterogeneity is a 
constitutive fact. In actuality, the concept of variables is not an important factor in 
this scenario. There should be no pretence at codifying the urban situation and 
thereby determining fixed dimensions by which a scenario would be measured. 
 
XII. Dynamics are difficult to categorise as either peripheral or trend 
While all of the distinctions used in the typology are cognitive aids rather than 
absolute constitutive facts about the nature of scenarios, this particular 
characteristic seems particularly problematic as a criterion for categorisation. My 
scenario could be categorised as a trend scenario in that it bases its claims on 
extrapolation of existing practices into the future. However, the way in which this 
should be done is not deterministic, but based on forced associations (between 
verifiable existing practices) that bring about what may be termed “unlikely or 
extreme events”, which describes peripheral scenarios. Such events though, 
precisely because of their unlikelihood or extremeness, are exactly the types of 
events that in the past have caused the most significant changes that have brought 
about the very status quo from which the scenarios are extrapolating. 
 
XIII. Level of Deviation may be seen as either alternative or conventional 
The categorisation of the scenario in terms of level of deviation allows alternative 
interpretations. The multiple project approaches presented in this thesis can be 
read in retrospect as a set of complementary alternative futures, although in their 
generation I conceived them more as sequential attempts at the same goal. Each 
on its own was intended as a stand-alone projection of a possible evolution from the 
status quo and existing trends, and thus conventional in terms of the vocabulary of 
the typology. 
 
XIV. Level of Integration is high (rather than low) 
The scenario aims at a high level of integration across domains. As indicated 
regarding characteristic XI Variables, the urban environment as a whole, and not an 
abstracted and codified subset of its characteristics, is the pertinent context for 
these scenarios. As a consequence, the variables and dynamics of the scenarios 
must be integrated across domains. 
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Carroll (2000) has identified the way one chooses to describe the current situation 
on which the scenario is building as a critical factor in determining the success of a 
scenario design. No scenario or other type of narrative ever provides an exhaustive 
description of a situation. “Dimensional analysis” refers to intentional selection of 
the parameters by which a situation must be described in order to enable the kinds 
of insights one is seeking from the scenario building exercise. The structured and 
grounded process of assembling a conceptualisation of mediated urban spatial 
practice described above has identified a web of nested and interrelated categories 
by which the practices being researched can be meaningfully expressed in terms of 
the motivating concerns behind the research. Concurrently, the process has also 
generated a detailed description of the research situation in terms of this 
conceptualisation. The situation is thus formatted for scenario building. 
 
The derivation of the scenario feeds off of several streams of ideas development. In 
one sense, the scenario uses the products of the grounded theory as its raw 
material. Scenario-building can start with what grounded theory produces (theories / 
categories), as well as with the raw materials used by grounded theory (practices / 
situations). Besides a description of the research situation, the analysis of the 
datasets using grounded theory methods delivers a collection of codifications of 
practices that can serve as part of the basis for techniques such as “hill climbing”, 
“activity modelling” and “principled emulation” (which I would generalise under the 
term “practice transfer”) as proposed by Carroll (2000: 157-161) to arrive at 
designed situations of use around which a scenario could be constructed. The 
practice is the basic unit of analysis in these scenarios, and the application of 
grounded theory methods to the three datasets has produced descriptions of sets of 
practices as well as how these practices interrelate. The concurrent processes of 
note-taking and coding, which are central to grounded theory, also formed a 
methodological bridge from grounded theory to scenario building. A prime driver in 
the generation of the scenario was the convergent rationale technique, (ibid: 192) in 
which one identifies patterns emerging from the interplay between categories from 
different datasets or types of analysis, that provide positive feedback to encourage 
certain interpretations of the data to indicate a potential trajectory of development.   
 
The findings on mediated urban spatial practices identified through analysis of the 
datasets, as presented in the following chapter, compose a finite, codified set of 
statements, the rigorous and grounded derivation of which provide adequate 
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support for claims of pertinence as building blocks of the scenario. However, one 
cannot expect to project the future development of these practices, enmeshed as 
they are within a myriad of other (also simultaneously transforming) processes and 
practices, as bounded and discreet pools of finite interacting elements. The 
boundaries drawn for the sake of allowing the composition of a snapshot of each of 
these sets of practices are conceptual and not definitive. Scenarios work with edited 
depictions of a projected situation, defined casts of actors and intentional criteria for 
assessment, but the development of a scenario requires keeping in mind that a 
scenario is a framed-in window onto a future world, and not a world unto itself. The 
development of a scenario has to do not only with extrapolating how the elements 
viewed through this window might evolve and interact in the future, but also 
imagining what not-yet visible element just out of view might enter into the view 
from this window and transform the whole scene.  
 
3.9. Process conclusion 
In this chapter, I have described my application of research methodologies within 
my PhD study. Grounded theory and scenario building are the two primary 
methodological approaches used in this research, but neither of these approaches 
was chosen by me, or even familiar to me beyond their most general characteristics, 
at the beginning of the research project. Both were “discovered” in the course of the 
research as promising tools for getting the kinds of insights I was seeking from the 
kinds of data to which I am sensitised and was therefore perceiving and “collecting”. 
 
Of the two categories of ‘results’ of this research, the theoretical statements and 
structures derived through application of grounded theory methods to the datasets, 
and presented in the theoretical framework promulgated in this thesis, certainly 
contribute more in terms of the traditional criteria of codified and generalisable 
knowledge to be passed on to others for use or critique. However, I have also 
provided supporting arguments for the relevance of scenarios as both a relevant 
research tool and a relevant form for the illustration of knowledge, especially in a 
design context. Carroll has articulated that human judgement is a pivotal element in 
the validation (or otherwise) of claims articulated in the form of a scenario, and I 
would extend this assertion to apply to other ways of presenting theoretical findings 
as well. Neither one of these forms can lay claim to exclusive validity or provability. 
A scenario is always ever only one of a large number of possible developments 
from a given situation, and a conceptual framework as expressed in a taxonomy or 
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other representation is always one of many possible ways of articulating relations 
between things. In order to be valid, either one must also be articulated and 
explained to a level of resolution that allows for it to be subjected to rigorous 
scrutiny. In the final analysis, both rely on representing a complex set of relations in 
a way that ‘seems right’ in that the representation has an internal consistency as 
well as a consistency relative to its context. 
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4.1. Introduction 
In the literature review, I distinguish between three realms of urban spatial practice 
that constitute points of view from which the city is approached: 
 
• Urban planning (the setting of rules for the formation of the city): the realm 
of urban planners and policy-makers 
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• Urban design (the design of specific spatial situations in the city): the 
purview of urban designers and architects 
• Urban life (the performative enactment of the city): the world of urban 
citizens and visitors 
  
In conventional understandings of the city, a top-down (both figuratively in terms of 
nested control hierarchy and literally in terms of the order of the above list) relation 
between these practices is implied, in which each set of urban practices provides 
the ‘frame’ which contains and constrains the set of practices directly ”below” it. 
Planners set the parameters within which architects and designers configure urban 
places, which in turn form the spatial delimitations and configurations, and the 
material constructs, within which urban life unfolds.  
 
This hierarchical conceptual scaffolding supports a number of discourses relating to 
the interactions between these layers of practice. A wide-ranging set of paternalistic 
attitudes regarding the role of each level of practices in providing benevolent 
guidance and enablement of the levels of practice below it, which can be broadly 
termed “modernist”, is countered by discourses of attitudes from the bottom up, in 
which urban or architectural design in the city is seen as constraining or indifferent 
to urban life, and urban planning is described as being driven by a view of the city 
as a mechanistic or utilitarian project that ignores or even hinders the realization of 
a city as a humanistically designed place. This attitude has inspired strategies of 
resistance, subversion and re-appropriation of urban space “from the bottom up”. 
Elements of this approach are evident in the Situationists’ derive (Sadler, 1999: 29-
30) and the “paranoid critical” approach espoused by Koolhaas in “Delirious New 
York” (Koohhaas, 1994: 235-237). 
 
The attitude that underlies my approach in this thesis certainly has a kinship to 
these critical approaches to culturally-sanctioned power relations among different 
urban practices. However, I intend to avoid the need to decide between antagonism 
or subjugation as a modality of interaction between the layers by arguing that the 
distinction between the three is a matter of inherited conventions that may no longer 
strictly apply in the mediated city. 
 
This chapter presents the analysis through the application of grounded theory to 
three datasets: one representing a set of approaches to the mediated city for each 
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of the three types of ”approaches” to the city that I identify in the first paragraph of 
this chapter. These datasets are labelled “mediated urban planning”, “mediated 
urban design” and “mediated urban life”, accordingly. In this chapter, I define a 
conceptual description of practice in each of these three areas, and subsequently, 
in the following chapter, a framework for mediated urban spatial practice that unites 
and subsumes the three. 
 
Within each of these modes of practice can be observed different ways in which 
affordances of digital technologies are applied to appropriation of urban space, 
which can be narrated in terms of composition of different discourses of the urban 
and of the digital to clear a space within which urban moves may be undertaken. 
 
Data can be defined as the individual units by which an observer chooses to 
describe a situation, that are subjected to techniques of analysis in order to 
construct an understanding of that situation. The data taken from each of the four 
realms of the mediated city are (projective or observational) approaches to 
mediated urban practice. As explained in Chapter 2.Methodology, bodies of theory 
(de Certeau, Foucault, etc.) are drawn into the analysis as data by perceived 
affinities with patterns that I have derived from the data analysis. These are not 
taken as theories into which data should be forced, but are used as ‘landmarks’ or 
‘sightings’ to sketch out the territory through which my theory also extends, and to 
aid in the articulation of what the data is revealing. 
 
4.2. Mediated urban life  
Urban semiotics sees the city as a field of signification built on grammars of spatial 
structures and patterns with semiotic significance. If ”urban” denotes the intensely 
networked, meaningful living-together and communication of large, heterogeneous 
groups of people, then digitally-mediated networks must be taken a priori facets of 
contemporary urban life, and digitally-mediated layers of spatial and relational 
experience must be seen as integral facets of the urban experience and the ‘space’ 
of the city. 
 
Analysis of the critical and scholarly works that constitute the “urban life” dataset 
suggests that the mediation of lived urban space through digital technologies is 
restructuring the urban experience and overriding or altering urban semiotic 
systems and patterns. The ways in which people actualise the digital layer of a 
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city’s infrastructure is causing a re-formulation of the urban as a semiotic system. 
This section presents the insights into this semiotic restructuring gained from these 
readings but does not pretend to offer a generalized theory of the emerging 
semiotics of the mediated city. My aim is to demonstrate, by examples, the ways in 
which digital communications media are associated with radical change in the way 
cities are lived and symbolically understood, primarily in terms of the two most 
pervasive and commonplace of digital forums – the cellular phone network and the 
Internet. Observations as to how people “use” the city, in the broadest definition of 
the term, are categorised to examine the most basic and generic semiotic 
structures and practices that come into play in urban life and how they are 
influenced by digital technologies. I intend thus to conceptualise how digital 
technologies are transforming the semiotic landscape of cities and defining new 
criteria and dimensions for the “legibility” of urban space. 
 
The notion of the urban is ingrained in the unique conditions of the city as a living 
environment, and is associated with semiotic density of physical culture in space. 
The expansion and evolution of urban regions have historically been facilitated by 
technological advances – from the iron skeleton frame to broadcast technologies – 
that have transformed the physical, experiential and semiotic fabric of the city. 
Though the latest generation of technologies can be depicted as yet another step in 
this progression, these technologies are also experienced not merely as enabling 
technologies or connective networks, but as potential sites in their own right, with 
patterns and structures that often transcend, subvert or modify those of the physical 
city (Graham and Marvin, 1996). 
 
The grounded theory analysis of the mediated urban life dataset led to the 
identification of semiotics as the core category of analysis, with four semiotic-
related sub-categories: address, wayfinding, categories of space, and community. 
This section reports on the characteristics and themes by which I came to an 




An addressing system – be it for urban space or computer memory – is a semiotic 
tool that serves as an interface that allows for ease of control, navigation and 
access. Cities are overlaid with multiple addressing schemes, each of 
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which ”formats” the space of the city in a different way to allow users to make use of 
it. In the 20th century city, street addresses and telephone numbers were two 
systems of denotation by which city dwellers habitually conceptualized and 
instrumentalized their interactions with urban space and, through it, with each other. 
The semiotics of digital media and of the city have been addressed in the literature 
review, but this research is not concerned with either of these two branches of 
semiotics in isolation but rather with the semiotic practices that arise within the 
interference field generated by the superimposition of digital communications 
networks and the physical space of the city. Thus, the appropriation of the address 
metaphor for the Internet will not be explored in detail. Of direct relevance for the 
discussion at hand, however, is the way in which digital communications 
technologies, like many technologies before them, have been used to symbolically 
and functionally structure urban space by adding additional layers of addressing 
upon the city.  
 
While to say that digital technologies in the city – most predominantly the Internet 
and the cellular phone network – sever the link between an address and a location 
would be an oversimplification of the issue, the increased mobility, personalization 
and “placelessness” of these new layers of addresses has allowed changes in the 
way in which the symbolic relationships between place, person and address in the 
city are lived and perceived. It is not technologies as such, but rather the patterns of 
their deployment and employment, which impress themselves upon the semiotics of 
lived urban space. Cellular phone networks and Internet-based communication are 
used in ways that support and fuel an increasing focus on the individual, rather than 
the household, business or neighbourhood as the primary social unit of the city. 
Digital communications allow this primary meaningful social unit to become the 
primary unit of connectivity (Wellman, 2001). Thus, imposed upon the text of the 
city as a set of locations (occupied by people) is another layer of addresses 
corresponding to people (occupying locations), and this latter layer is quickly 
becoming the space in which most urban dwellers find it useful and meaningful to 
live their lives and conduct their interactions with one another. 
 
The word “communication” shares an etymological root with terms such as 
“community”, “communal” and “communion”, reminding us that, at its root, 
communication is about social sharing, rather than the sending and receiving of 
messages (Glanville, 2008). Urbanites increasingly use communications technology 
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to address (speak to) another person directly rather than searching at a specific 
address (location) at which they hope to find this person. Whereas the typical 
opening question asked by a phone caller on a fixed line may have been “Is ___ 
there?”, a caller to a mobile phone is more likely ask “Where are you?”. Both 
questions aim at ascertaining the conjunction of a person and a place, but the 
primary frame of reference is switched. Far from relegating the physical location in 
the city to irrelevance, the cellular phone is used in ways that allows for real-time 
coordination of agendas and schedules of people in real-space. Addresses remain 
the interface to the space of city, but the flow of addresses cum people through 
space (as probes) replaces the fixity of address on a place. The spatial model of 
digital communications technologies defies definition by an abstract representation 
of the system, such as a street map or telephone book. Rather, it is contained in the 
millions of simultaneous locational-information-laden messages that define the state 
of the system at a given moment. It is a truly “performative” type of addressing, 




Figure 4.1: The shift in the datum and object of addressing from the physical city (i.e. 
physical locations are addressed through abstractions of physical space) to the social city 
(individual people are addressed through social networks) 
 
The conventions used in addressing within digital communications forums introduce 
other levels to the interplay between address and place. Because cellular phones 
typically take the area code of the city in which they are registered, users continue 
to be “located” in the telespace of their home city, even if they are physically 
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thousands of kilometres from home. Also, the ”at” (@) in Internet addresses 
introduces a type of faux locatedness. Increasingly, at any given time, a person is 
“at” several addresses, with the “at” implying different degrees of personalization 




Figure 4.2: Conventions of addressing 
 
Though addresses in any city are essentially abstract tags denoting a location, they 
take on a second, connotative, level of signification through conjunction with the 
qualities of the city on which they are imposed. Streets, street addresses, post 
codes and telephone number prefixes come to signify not just a location in 
geometrical space but also carry connotative associations of status, function or 
history. Examples include Beverly Hills 90210 in Los Angeles, 5th Avenue in New 
York or #10 Downing Street in London. Because they are not location-fixed, Internet 
addresses and cellular phone numbers do not have the potential to support this 
connotative level of signification. Without prior knowledge of a person, one can 
make no assumptions about them from their address. 
 
With prior knowledge of a person, however, the digital address becomes 
connotative not as a stereotype but as a hieroglyph standing concretely and 
specifically for the person addressed. Addresses become much less like 
coordinates and much more like names. In a sense, the space of the city is 
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collapsed to a single space, in which one does not have to search in multiple 
locations for a person, but just call the person’s name. The extent of changes in the 
role-division between spatial semiotics and conversational semiotics as the 
languages of interaction with and within the city is an interesting topic for further 
research. 
 
In a chapter of his book “the Empire of Signs” – a classic text of semiotics – Roland 
Barthes describes the street addressing system of Tokyo in which streets have no 
names, and addresses of buildings have no necessary relation to their spatial 
relations to one another. The rationalized, spatially sequential addressing system of 
Western cities provides urbanites with a cognitive filing system of sorts, within 
which spatial locations and relations in urban space can be conceived in the 
abstract, removed from the actual physical fabric of the city itself. Finding a specific 
shop or residence in Tokyo, however, relies on experience, memory, engagement 
with the physical space of the city and exchange of information with other people. 
The relevance of street addresses as a means of identification in the city is 
suppressed, and the fixed connection between address and relative location, taken 
for granted in the West, is exposed as being imposed upon, rather than inherent in, 
urban space (Barthes, 1983). 
 
As conventional street addresses and fixed phone lines become less relevant and 
useful for the manner in which people use and understand the city, the 
phenomenological practice of inhabiting the city described in the case of Tokyo 
seems to apply increasingly to digitally mediated cities in general. In Barthes’ Tokyo 
this arises from a city of fixed but essentially unaddressed locations. In the modern 
mediated metropolis, this is the effect of a city of addresses unfixed in space. Each 
person has become an address unto themselves and the experience of reading the 
city becomes one of constantly finding and re-finding one another. 
 
4.2.2. Wayfinding 
For all its acknowledged narrowness of scope, Lynch’s approach is one of the 
clearest formulations of what may seem at once the most superficial (in the sense 
that it describes the clearly visible) aspects of urban semiotics yet also the most 
difficult to dismiss: the question of how people find their way in urban space and 
conceive the space of the city and their position within it. 
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Curiously, Lynch’s urban vocabulary of paths, edges, districts, nodes and 
landmarks can be applied to the description of digital networks as well as cities, 
with the major difference that, when applied to digital networks, the description 
remains in the realm of the abstract, because it does not in any way describe the 
network as experienced by the user. These elements exist in an abstract world that 
is operated from outside, not a space within which one operates. However, it could 
be argued that, for some of our modes of interaction with the city, the physical 
space and structure of the city remains as abstracted from our experience of using 
it as the geometry of the digital network is from our experience of using the Internet 
or cellular phone. 
 
While Lynch’s elements certainly do make up a grammar whereby cities can be 
described, it is debatable whether they correspond to the most meaningful 
categories by which actual urban citizens do perceive and use the space of their 
city, at least in the modern city and certainly in the mediated city. Urban dwellers 
are certainly used to shifting between different modes and conventions of interface 
with the city, of which bodily movement between locations in the physical space of 
the city itself is only one option. Many symbolic navigations through the city take 
place in the space of abstract projections of the city rather than the streets and 
squares of the city itself. 
 
As discussed above, we are using our technologies in a way that continuously 
conditions us to conceive and use the city as a set of discrete addresses rather 
than a set of locations. With the Internet, we create the paragon of the “pure” 
address, not attached to any physical space or entity in any experiential sense, 
signifying itself and the path that leads to it, and the influence of the expectations 
represented by the use of Internet technology resemble the way contemporary 
urban citizens tend to cognitively structure their use of the city. The central question 
one asks in using the contemporary city is often not “where is it?” but rather “how 
do I access it?”, in other words not where it is located in space but rather which 
path one needs to call up to connect to it. A path is understood not as a line through 
urban space that one must traverse but a dimensionless connection between 
oneself and that which one wants to reach (see figure 4.3). Not only 
communications technologies as such, but also transportation infrastructure like 
expressways and subways, are designed as paths of this second type, with little or 
CHAPTER 4. ANALYSIS 
 105 
no contact with the urban space through which they pass, serving the primary 




Figure 4.3: Path as trajectory through space (“where is it?”) (left) (drawing © Lynch, 1960)  
vs. the path as link (“how to I access it?”) (right) 
 
The cellular phone has been termed the “compass and beacon” of the users of 
contemporary cities (Kopomaa, 2000). By this analogy, the landmark takes 
precedents above the other categories of Lynch’s city image. The landmarks by 
which one orients and guides oneself through the city are not fixed structures but 
fellow urbanites (with their cellular phones) who are themselves mobile (see figure 
4.4). Townsend has hinted that navigation in websites may be a model for how 
people navigate the city “through intangible information cues” (Townsend, 2000). A 
web site is as much a logical experiential array of meaningfully-linked spaces as 
any example of architecture or urban design1. Though Townsend himself does not 
elaborate more specifically on the website metaphor, one could follow his lead to 
equate other cellular phone users in the city as potential “hotlinks”. The digital 
mediation of the practice of wayfinding through the space of the modern city is, 
perhaps ironically, re-introducing an emphasis on the phenomenological and real-
time (as opposed to abstract and fixed) dimensions of physical spatial experience. 
This gives occasion for a reassessment of the relevancy of schemes like Lynch’s, 
which propose that meaning is generated and perceived in the visual and sensory 
experience of the user of the concrete physical spaces of the city. 
                                                
1 And some consider architects to be the most outstanding web designers. 




Figure 4.4: Landmarks as fixed physical edifices in the city (left) (drawing © Lynch, 1960)  vs. 




Figure 4.5: Shift in the locus of urban wayfinding from a navigation of the physical space of 
the city (physical city / practice), drawing meaning from physical semiotic cues in the city 
(physical city / association) (dotted) to an analogous the navigation of digital networks in the 
informational city. 
 
4.2.3. Categories of space 
Although urban experience is semiotically complex and many-dimensional, 
semioticians have suggested that the language by which cities signify – the 
semiotic essence of the urban – can be distilled into terms of binary oppositions 
such as Ledrut’s pairs of ethical, vital, aesthetic and functional values 
(liberty/constraint, well-being/uneasiness, beautiful/ugly and functional/non-
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functional, respectively) (Ledrut, 1986) or Greimas’ “axiological micro-universes” (i.e. 
society vs. individual, euphoria vs. dysphoria) (Greimas, 1986). The suffusion of the 
physical space of the city with layers of digital technology can be seen to affect all 
of these oppositions in both subtle and drastic ways. However, I shall focus on two 
sets of terms that are fundamental to the way in which urbanites perceive the 
structuring of urban time and urban space, and by which they conduct themselves 
and lead their lives. These oppositions are those of work/home and public/private. 
 
Each of these archetypes of place is associated with certain activities, rules and 
codes of behaviour. Each typology of place provides the context within which one 
persona of a person unfolds, based on his or her role within that context: a public 
persona and a private persona, a work persona and a home persona. A person’s 
enculturation into the urban world is in part a process of learning to read the city by 
means of such categories and adjust one’s expectations and behaviour accordingly. 
 
The categories of work and home are referents structuring the time and space of 
urban lives, in urban time and urban space. The 20th century was characterized by 
increasingly clear and absolute distinctions between the place of work and the 
home place, in terms of location, aesthetics, spatial temporal and social 
organization and roles. There was a space of work and a space of home, and a 
time at work and a time at home, constrained in space by zoning regulations and in 
time by the regulated workday, kept at a safe distance from one another in time and 
space by the necessary commute from one to the other through the space of the 
city. 
 
Famously, the increasing number of people who work in the so-called knowledge 
industries, being tied neither to a fixed physical infrastructure nor a specific physical 
location by their work, make up a growing class of highly mobile professionals. 
Digital infrastructures, and the related gadgets such as fax machines, laptop 
computers and of course the ubiquitous cellular phone, play an instrumental role in 
enabling this lifestyle which has spawned new hybrid typologies of spaces such as 
the home office and the ‘new office’ and new spatial practices such as “hot-desking”. 
The category workplace ceases to be associated exclusively with a given place, 
space or position and becomes defined tautologically as the place in which one 
happens to be working. Much more, it comes to be associated with a set of 
increasingly mobile and personalized tools and, intangibly, with a state of mind. “At 
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work” ceases to signify a place and remains as a signifier of a state that could be 
anywhere and is, increasingly, everywhere. Work and non-work are modes rather 
than places: shifting qualities of people rather than fixed qualities of spaces. This is 




Figure 4.6: Through the digital mediation of urban spatial practice, the categories by which 
urbanites understand space are less linked to the functions imposed on locations by 
planners or architects (influence from physical city / abstraction to physical city / 
association) , and more linked to the performative definition of function by individuals in the 
social realm (influence from social city / practice to social city / association) 
 
The sociologist Ray Oldenburg has pointed out the importance of so-called “third 
places”, neither home nor work, that serve as social condensers in which modes of 
social interaction take place which are crucial to the maintenance of community and 
the formation of individual identity (Oldenburg, 1989). Bars, hairdressers and even 
prisons fall into this category. In lauding these spaces he also bemoans their 
disappearance from the urban space of the late 20th century America in which he 
was writing, due in part to zoning laws that encouraged spatial use segregation. 
 
If the office phone is a metonymy for the workplace, and the home phone for the 
home, then the cell phone can be seen to constitute a type of third place (Kopomaa, 
2000). Physically, the third space is now potentially anywhere and everywhere: it 
has subsumed the first and second places as well as all the non-places between. 
However, the cellular phone network as a third place comes at a price. With a 
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cellular phone, one is potentially always on call. The time and space structure of the 
day can be interrupted and re-arranged at any time. The third place becomes 
effectively a potential space of surveillance rather than retreat, reversing the 
accustomed relationship. The cellular phone also blurs the boundaries between a 
person’s different roles. Certain personal calls would not be made to the office 
phone and one may hesitate to disturb someone “at home” (i.e. on the home phone) 
with a work-related issue. However the cellular phone, being tied to a person rather 
than a place, presents the ever-present possibility of invasion of one role into the 




Figure 4.7: The space of the city as categorised by “zoning”, rigidly attaching use types to 
physical plots of land (left) versus the path of a digitally mediated worker through the city, 
defining the category of space individually and performatively. 
 
The effects of this become especially evident in the ostensibly “public” spaces of 
the city, blurring and complicating the categorization of a space as unambiguously 
private or public.  People in public space on cell phones are communicating, as one 
is expected to do in public space, but not with those in the same physical space 
(Wellman, 2001). Indeed, the interactions that they are having may be quite private 
in nature, of the sort that would not be deemed appropriate “out in the open” of 
public space if the conversation were being held with someone standing next to 
them. In the traditional sense of the terms, public space is understood as the space 
of communication while private space is the space of withdrawal, but this type of 
non-co-located private communication in co-located public space is an illustration of 
the interference patterns caused in categories of space by the superimposition of 
digital/virtual and physical spaces of communication. It has been commented that 
public space is thus being fragmented into many private spaces, to the extent that it 
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becomes a “common living room”. Like the role at work, the role at home becomes 
a mode into which city dwellers may switch at any time, regardless of the space in 
which they currently find themselves, as in figure 4.7. 
 
4.2.4. Community 
For Kevin Lynch (1960), the district was a primary conceptual category by which 
one “reads” the urban fabric. A district refers to a spatially contiguous area within 
the city that forms a functional and social urban sub-unit, distinct from other districts 
around it. In common parlance, the word “neighbourhood” probably better captures 
the sense of identification the actual urban citizen is purported to feel for the district 
in which he lives and to which he thereby belongs. Even at the time of Lynch’s 
writing, though, the neighbourhood as a meaningful semiotic category of urban life 
was already fading, in that the ostensible districts within many large cities and their 
growing suburbs no longer corresponded to a social or functional unit of the city2. 
While the district perhaps remained tenable as a descriptive category of surface 
appearances, it was seen less and less to signify any meaningful social or 
functional unit. 
 
Even decades before the advent of digital technologies, at least since the Industrial 
Revolution, the typical city dweller would likely not have seen their social 
community as identical with their spatially surrounding neighbourhood. A sense of 
community lies in affinity, not necessarily proximity, so technologies that enable one 
to seek, find and maintain meaningful multi-modal contact with far flung people with 
common interests will be used to the fullest extent of their capability. In the digital 
dimension, everyone on the network is nominally equally accessible. The group 
with which one associates becomes more a matter of choice than chance. 
Networks of community independent of spatial proximity have always existed 
(Graham and Marvin, 2001), but are now being brought to the forefront as the 
digital technologies that offer the affordances for these communities take up a 
central role as sites (not merely channels) of community interaction. As the physical 
neighbourhood becomes drained of semiotic gravitas, the website as an anchor for 
a virtual community of choice become (over)invested with it, while online forums 
such as chat rooms, bulletin boards and newsgroups, with the accompanying 
                                                
2 Young and Willmott (1957) wrote a historic study on this phenomenon in mid-20th century London, 
in which planned resettlement to housing estates disrupted family and other kinship relations in the 
East End neighbourhood of Bethnal Green. 
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websites, form virtual “third places” with a much higher degree of  “defensibility” 
against unwelcome incursion than the cellular-phone-as-third-place. While some of 
these online forums are “home” to communities who rarely or never meet physically, 
many others are sites for the support or extension of the communications and 
interactions in physical space. A website performs the semiotic role in virtual space 
that the “neighbourhood” may once have performed in physical space. Namely, it 
presents an integral and self-contained visible presence that may be visited by 







Figures 4.8 (top) and 4.9 (bottom): the social groups with which one feels affinity and builds 
community (association / social city) are less restricted to one’s immediate physical 
“neighborhood” (association / physical city) and more constructed through personal choice 
through digitally mediated networks (association / informational city). 
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The point of access to the communication spaces of the Internet is typically from a 
computer within the private home, bringing the realm of (digital) community 
interactions into the (physical) home. This phenomenon is the inverse of the 
fragmentary privatisation of public space by cell phone users mentioned above, with 
potentially similarly disruptive consequences. The extreme variant of this turning-
inside-out of urban space can be seen in the proliferation of pseudo-
neighbourhoods, termed secessionary “network spaces” by Graham and Marvin 
(ibid). Inward-looking and closed to their surroundings, these (often walled-in) 
housing developments, office complexes, multi-use projects and other building 
typologies withdraw from interaction with the physical space of the city whilst 
opening themselves up to the elite neighbourhood of similar enclaves around the 
globe. They are literally connected more to the networked worldwide infrastructure 
than to their surroundings through the privileged position in spatial patterns of 
distribution of access to digital networks. Digital communication technologies are 
certainly not the sole catalyst of growing polarization in cities, but the distinction 
between the digital “haves” and “have nots” tends to reiterate and exacerbate 
previously established wealth relations in the city. Through high-bandwidth access 
to global networks, the neighbourhood of the favourably networked expands to a 
truly global elite neighbourhood that exists in dimensionally transcendent virtual 
space.  
 
4.2.5. Mediated urban life conclusion 
Ledrut (1986) stated that “the modern city is semanticized by the fact of its social 
production and use rather than by any communicational intention”. In other words, 
the semiotics of the city are not given to urban citizens but produced by them 
through their practice of the city. I interpret the examples cited above as situations 
in which meaning is produced and mediated through improvisation and within the 
spaces “opened up” by digital communications technologies3, rather than by dint of 
any specific intentional ”provisions” of these technologies. Neither the substance 
and structure of the physical city nor the messages and forums of the digital urban 
fabric are sufficient, as stand-alone texts, as an adequate basis for the “reading” of 
the contemporary city. As has been demonstrated in the examples above, the day-
to-day construction of meaning between urban inhabitants and their city involves a 
                                                
3 And, as I have established, the name given to a space opened-up by conversation is the definition of 
an interface. 
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constant interweaving of mediated and unmediated communications and 
interactions that constitute digitally mediated urban spatial practice. 
 
Despite Ledrut’s admonition against taking the city too literally as a text, it is 
becoming increasingly pertinent to see the constitutive fabric of the city as being 
composed of, and by, the exchange of uncountable messages in real-time. A visual 
bias (McLuhan, 1962) still characterizes our way of perceiving and conceptualizing 
the world, supporting a lingering preconception of the city as a physical 
environment within which urban life unfolds rather than the space that unfolds in 
real-time as an emergent characteristic of more fleeting and less tangible patterns 
of urban life. In attempting to formulate a general approach to urban semiotics, 
Gottdiener and Lagopolous discredited cognitive geography as a way to define the 
image of the city. They claimed that this method “asked the wrong questions” in that 
it concentrated on the spatial conceptualisations of individuals, rather than social 
groups, and had no clear mechanism for building-up an idea of the communal 
image of a city from the collection of individual highly personal “mental maps” 
(Gottdiener and Lagopoulos, 1986: 9-12). 
 
One could say that the semiotics of urban life in post-Second World War Western 
cities was based on one-to-many modes of mass-communication, both in the 
communications media, epitomized by television and radio, and the physical 
structures of cities, whose production was driven by programs of mass housing and 
the paradigm of urban planning as zoning and traffic planning. Such programs are 
grounded in, and perpetuate, an understanding of communication as a linear 
process with a coded message being transmitted from a sender to a receiver. 
 
The cities of today are being lived, read and written according to a different media 
paradigm: the many-to-many structure of the Internet and the cellular phone 
network. These media are used in ways that use communication to maintain 
communities by acting as spaces within which conversation can unfold. In contrast 
to the linear, positivist communication model of urbanism described in the 
preceding paragraph, this type of urbanism is characterised by dialogue and 
feedback: a more cybernetic conception of the city. More than any communications 
media of the past, the use of networks of digital communication are becoming 
inextricably interwoven with the use and perception of urban space, and vice versa, 
restructuring and redefining the spatial and experiential continuum of urban life and 
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reformulating the field of urban semiotics as “cyburban semiotics”, in which each 
urban actor constantly produces his or her own meaning as a participant in the very 
large scale conversation that is the city.  
 
4.3. Chinese mediated urban life  
The sources cited regarding the digital mediation of urban spatial practice provided 
me with a broad general understanding of the ways in which the urban experience 
is being altered by the introduction of a new cluster of technologies to the 
infrastructure of cities. However, the readings on 21st century Chinese urbanism, 
discussed in Chapter 1.Literature Review, indicate that the nearly universal human 
practice of making and inhabiting cities is highly conditioned by the specificity of a 
culture and time. Digital technologies, like any technologies, provide parameters 
and possibilities for the transformation of urban spatial practice, but by no means do 
they determine what forms of practice will actually anneal from their confrontation 
with a given socio-political situation. Consequently, I set out to investigate the 
specific manners in which digital technologies are being adopted to mediate the 
inhabitation of cities in present-day China. 
 
The preceding section has established that there is a complex, co-defining 
relationship between the use of urban public space and the use of channels and 
venues of digital communications, in which contemporary urban spatial practice 
must be seen as straddling the physical and virtual dimensions (Castells, 1996; 
Graham and Marvin, 1996). Though this phenomenon is by no means unique to 
any one country, a characteristic type of Chinese cyburban spatial practice can be 
seen to be emerging from the unprecedented combination of cultural, technological, 
political, social and economic factors that define the contemporary Chinese urban 
scene, in which the spread of access to digital modes of communication is 
contemporaneous with newfound degrees of social and physical mobility, and new 
channels and ranges of political and economic action.  This section examines the 
ways in which digital technologies are used to mediate urban spatial practice in 
contemporary China, in the context of the many social and political changes 
currently under way in Chinese cities. 
 
As introduced in Chapter 1.Literature Review, in a bid to leapfrog directly from an 
industrial society with a sparse communications infrastructure to a digitally 
networked urban culture, bypassing the stages in between, the Chinese 
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government is putting its hopes on integrated national programmes of 
“informatization”4 and urbanization. By 2004 there were 87 million Internet users in 
China and one in every four Chinese owned a cell phone (China Economic Net, 
2004-06-06; People’s Daily Online, 2004-08-11). The new Chinese middle class is 
a geographically concentrated minority that has received most of the benefit from 
these two facets of China’s current “Great Leap”. The geographical divide that 
exists in China between the rich, fertile, developed urban East and the poor, barren, 
backward rural West is reiterated in patterns of distribution of mobile phone 
possession, network coverage and Internet access per capita. Because 
informatization both reflects and fuels economic development, this “digital divide” 
exacerbates the effects of the entrenched geographical divide between urban and 
rural areas and people. 
 
The new middle class is not the only important emerging demographic group in 
China. The 1978 relaxation of the household registration (hukou) restrictions, which 
had denied rural dwellers the right to move to cities, created the preconditions for 
the120-million-strong “floating population” of internal migrants who currently move 
back and forth between their rural homes and their more lucrative, if menial, urban 
jobs (Zhang, 2001). The mobile phone network, much more prevalent than Internet 
access amongst marginalized groups, seems better poised to become the digital 
venue of choice for this immense new sector of the Chinese population. 
 
The categories that emerged from the analysis of the dataset of sources on 
mediated Chinese urban spatial practice are: modes of government control, the 
textualisation of public social practice, the Internet as social space, and human links. 
The themes of each of these categories are discussed in the following paragraphs. 
 
4.3.1. Modes of government control 
Although eager for the economic benefits brought by e-commerce, the Chinese 
government is wary of the potential unwanted social and political influences that 
could be invited into the country by opening this virtual door to the global village. 
Structures of state regulation of social life are being extended into the virtual 
venues of communication and information exchange on the Internet. 
                                                
4 The transformation of the Finnish economy from a resource-based to a service-based model in the 
1990s, driven largely by the growth of the telecommunications sector, which grew in value by a 
factor of seventeen during that decade, is an example of the potential of this industry to transform an 
economy (Schienstock, 2004: 52-54). 
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Some mechanisms of control in the Internet seem analogous to strategies of 
surveillance exercised in the physical space of the Chinese city (China’s Internet 
Regulations, 2000; Hughes and Wacker, 2003; Mueller and Tan, 1997). There 
exists a form of online traffic control, such as when Internet transmission speed is 
reduced before politically sensitive dates or after certain events to slow down and 
better monitor the flow of non-official information. The thirty thousand people 
employed by the Chinese government as of 2002 to monitor websites, chat rooms 
and private e-mails could be compared to the plainclothes “roving spies” of the 
Ministry of Public Security who scan the public spaces of the city for “bad 
elements”5. Just as independent newspapers are banned from the kiosks of the city, 
all websites with news content are required to carry an official state news feed and 
no other news, as independent reporting organisations are illegal. The same type of 
behavioural conditioning that prevents people from expressing dissenting opinion in 
public leads administrators of chat rooms and bulletin boards to self-censor by 
erasing controversial posts to avoid trouble. 
 
Internet cafes are sites of contact between the public space of the physical city and 
the online forums of the Internet and, as such, a primary focus of state regulation 
and scrutiny. Whereas the first Internet cafes were small, private and often 
unlicensed and unregulated, by now most small independent operators have been 
shut down and replaced with large chain companies that collaborate with the 
government. In 2004, there were over a hundred thousand Internet cafes in China, 
which made US$2 billion yearly (China Economic Net, 2004-11-01a). Even as 
Internet cafes are portrayed by the government news media as public menaces and 
lairs of dangerous distractions, which are only grudgingly tolerated and forbidden 
within 200 meters of schools, these establishments also provide the best points of 
oversight that the government has on the web use habits of its citizens. Internet 
cafes are required to keep an online log of all user activity for the past three months, 
to actively transmit information on customers’ web-surfing activities to the police 
and to install mandatory software that blocks access to hundreds of thousands of 
sites. Between February and August, 2004, 1,600 Internet cafes were closed for 
non-compliance with government rules (China Economic Net, 2004-11-01b). To 
impose these same strictures on Internet users in private homes would be 
impractical and nearly unenforceable. Thus in digitally-mediated interactions as well 
as interactions in physical space, the private home remains the space of 
                                                
5 A clear example of conceiving of control in terms of restriction, in the cybernetic sense 
CHAPTER 4. ANALYSIS 
 117 
comparative individual freedom, for those few who can afford a computer and 
private access to the Internet. 
 
The primary geographical fact of the Internet in China is the so-called “Great 
Firewall”, by which all access to sites outside of China is strictly controlled and 
filtered. Like its ancient namesake, this bastion is intended to protect the Chinese 
state from unwanted incursions from outside its borders. 
 
4.3.2. The textualisation of public spatial practice 
It has been observed that cell phones users in the West routinely engage in much 
more intimate conversations in public space using their mobile phones than they 
would be likely to do if their conversation partner were physically next to them 
(Kopomaa, 2001). The cellular phone user projects a virtual mobile personal space 
that clashes and often interferes with the public space in which these phones tend 
to be used, and contravenes the conventional divisions between accepted 
behaviour in public and private spaces. 
 
Public use of mobile phones is also very common in Chinese cities, and Chinese 
users also seem to withdraw into the world circumscribed by their interaction with 
the device, maintaining minimum awareness of the physical space of the city 
around them. Increasingly, mobile phones are becoming an important navigating 
tool with which urban dwellers find their way in the city and constantly update their 
agendas with friends and colleagues (Townsend, 2000): to communicate in order to 
maintain their community. However, Chinese cellular phone practice differs from 
practice in many Western countries in that few people habitually use their phone for 
speaking to others. It has been estimated that less than 30 per cent of cell phones 
in China are used to make calls. The SMS (short message service) is the medium 
of choice for communication on these devices. One apparent reason for this is that 
it costs much less to send one of these messages than to make a phone call. In 
Beijing, for instance, in 2003 it cost both the sender and the receiver 0.40 yuan per 
minute to make and receive a call on a mobile phone, for a total cost of 0.80 yuan 
for each minute, whereas a text message costs the sender only 0.10 yuan and is 
free for the receiver (china.org.cn, 2003-03-17).  
 
This may seem a mildly interesting but inconsequential distinction, but the 
difference in effects on spatial and social practice are more profound. An SMS 
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message, even if composed openly in public, doesn’t infringe on the public realm in 
the way that a spoken conversation does. Whether composing a text message or 
playing a game – another popular use for cell phones in China – the typical Chinese 
cellular phone user subtracts themselves from participation in public space but does 
not replace their absence with a jarringly superimposed fragment of private space 
into public space through their audible conversations. 
 
Aside from the economic considerations that have certainly contributed to making 
SMS the prime carrier of mediated interpersonal messages in China (with the 
exception of Hong Kong where the median income is much higher than in mainland 
cities, call minutes are substantially cheaper and public spaces are suffused with 
loud mobile phone conversations), there are other aspects of this medium that 
make it attractive to many Chinese, especially youth. SMS provides a channel for 
modes of expression that are potentially awkward in face-to-face or telephone 
conversations in Chinese culture. Whilst acknowledging the importance of meeting 
and talking face-to-face, several participants in an online Chinese bulletin board 
were grateful for the opportunity provided by “texting” to express oneself in a 
personal manner that also allows one to maintain distance and composure, 
especially in romantic matters (21st century, 2003-02-20). This also gives Chinese 
young people a channel of communication in which they can both transgress and 
respect Chinese society’s disdain for public displays of emotion or intimacy. SMS 
messages are doubly mediated communications: mediated by the technologies of 
the digital telecommunications network as well as by the strictures of written 
language, but Chinese youth seem to find this twice-removed form of conversation 
useful for certain modes of exchange. 
 
Whilst not a substitute for physical co-presence, texting allows young people to 
increase the range – in several senses of the word – of their interpersonal 
interaction in public space and provide a manner that supplements, augments and 
supports modes of face-to-face interpersonal interaction among their peer group. In 
stark contrast to claims that haste-driven sloppiness in English-language chat room 
and SMS communications is reducing written language to a choppy transcription of 
the spoken vernacular, there are indications that Chinese SMS users value the 
opportunity presented by text messaging to use a more refined and composed 
method of expression in their social relations (ibid). The process of writing a 
Chinese language SMS is more deliberate and conscious than in English, and 
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Chinese characters are not prone to the types of expedient or capricious 
misspellings and abbreviations to which the English language is subjected in 
digitally-mediated textual dialogue. Thus, rather than imposing the social forms of 
collocated youth culture on mediated communication, at least some Chinese SMS 
users see the value in maintaining this medium as a parallel channel enabling 
different modes of expression in their social interactions. In terms of spatial practice, 
this means that it is the nature and tone of the message, and not necessarily 
physical distance alone, which inspires Chinese youth to communicate via SMS 
rather than face-to-face.  
 
The composing of mobile phone messages as a mass medium has become a 
lucrative profession for writers hired by telecommunications firms to write jokes and 
other messages, which are then sent en masse to customers with the hope that 
they will forward them onward to friends, generating revenue for the company 
(CRIonline, 2004-07-09). SMS messages are even used as a type of public 
distribution network for poetry and literature. In 2003, one migrant worker, who 
called himself the “cell phone poet”, was among those who had adopted the SMS 
as a form of poetry and saw the writing and sending of text message poems as a 
way to integrate himself into the city where he was a temporary resident (CRIonline, 
2003-02-13). Without a physical space in the city to call his own, nor a public 
platform or venue for self-expression, he is nonetheless able to practice a very 
public art form that suffuses the space of the city, very quickly becoming both 
pervasive and anonymous, like the floating population itself. The SMS novel has 
recently originated as a Chinese literary type. In 2004, customers of a Beijing 
wireless operator could subscribe to receive “Outside the Fortress Besieged”, the 
first novel to be distributed by text messaging, composed in 60 instalments of 70 
characters each (Beijing Portal, 2004-08-10). Chinese language expert Magnus 
Nordenhake has said that written Chinese is ideally suited for text messages, 
because it is possible to communicate a lot with very few characters (Ericsson.com, 
2003-03-26). 
 
China’s “floating population” of migrant workers is a truly mobile demographic, 
moving from job to job on a monthly or yearly basis as opportunity and necessity 
present themselves, migrating back and forth between their families and villages in 
the countryside and their jobs in the city. The mobile phone and China’s mobile 
population, who are often far from home with no fixed address and are constantly 
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on the lookout for the next employment opportunity in an informal job market, seem 
well suited to one another. Service providers looking for a new target demographic, 
now that the typical core cell phone user market appears to be saturated, are 
beginning to tailor some of their services for this huge group of potential users. In 
2003 it was estimated that 60 to 70 per cent of new mobile phone service 
subscribers were migrant workers (China Economy, 2003-07-03), and providers 
such as Shenzhen based Crillion Corporation were offering SMS job vacancy 
notification service subscriptions for US$0.70 to US$1.00 per month (sina.com, 
2004-02-27). If future new forms of interface and new communications services are 
developed specifically for the Chinese market, it may well be for this demographic 
group. Although in its early stages, the manner of adoption and use of SMS and cell 
phones by the floating population may be indicative of future patterns of mediated 
social spatial practice in Chinese cities, and the mutually-forming co-evolution of 
social space in the physical city and the networks of digital communications. 
 
4.3.3. The Internet as social space 
The Internet is perceived by some in China as an alternative social space, where 
things are possible that are not allowed in the physical space of the city. There is a 
relative lack of government interference and a loosening of social restrictions in the 
communities of choice that form around chat rooms, bulletin boards, web logs and 
other online social forums. In the words of one Beijing college student, “the 
atmosphere on the Internet is far more free than the atmosphere in our country in 
general” (Neumann, 2001). 
 
This differential in perceived and actual freedom causes people to seek and find 
sites on the Internet for activities that are banned from the physical space of the city. 
A planned memorial service for a female student in Beijing who was murdered just 
before the June 4, 2000, eleventh anniversary of the Tienanmen Square massacre 
was forbidden by the authorities. Student protests and unofficial political gatherings 
are illegal, and it was likely feared that the proximity to the historic date would 
cause the memorial service to turn into a protest. Nonetheless, an online service 
was organised and attended by over a thousand people, who also used the event to 
protest for better campus security (ibid).  
 
Just as the physical public spaces of any city are host to a myriad of activities 
arising from different urban subcultures appropriating urban space for their own 
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uses, members of different cultures use online virtual public or semi-public venues 
in different ways. Diverse modes of use have arisen in Chinese culture for the 
various types of online forum. 
 
Chat rooms in China have emerged as venues where people meet for purposes of 
organising meetings in physical space and especially sexual liaisons. Up to 30% of 
all one-night-stand sexual encounters in China are said to be organised on the 
Internet (People’s Daily, 2003-05-20). Chat rooms are an important parallel channel 
of communication in what has been called China’s sexual revolution, providing 
spaces for open discussions and exchange of information on topics that would not 
be acceptable “out in the open” of physical public urban space. Multiple factors are 
likely to have contributed to the emergence of this topic among China’s web 
community. The advent of online discussion venues constitutes essentially the 
opening-up of a new type of social space that evokes the potential of new modes of 
social discourse that were difficult to conceive, much less practice, within the 
control-saturated physical public spaces of the city. The possibility of preserving 
ones anonymity and composure, until the time when one should elect to meet one’s 
discussion partner physically, probably also encourages more willingness to 
participate. Because it takes place in a virtual place, which itself has no physical 
tangible presence, this new kind of public discussion allows discussions in these 
spaces to be both hidden yet at the same time out in the open. 
 
As privately-controlled platforms of individuals, who have a monopoly on content 
and tone, web logs or “blogs” in the West are the online venues that are the most 
prone to expression of radical opinions, often of a political or social character. Web 
logs in China are also highly personal online spaces. However, because by nature 
the authors of these sites can be easily identified and held accountable for all 
content of their log, web log writers tend to steer clear of statements that could 
cause them to be labelled as political dissidents. Blogs most certainly play a role in 
disseminating information within China and beyond, but the most popular and 
numerous are used either for fairly innocuous purposes or as platforms for 
exhibitionists catering to the prurient with the promulgation of explicit personal 
stories and images of a sexual nature (CRIonline, 2004-03-03), which are 
apparently not as strictly self-censored or government-censored as social or 
political discourse. Bulletin boards are the most popular online forums for political 
discussions, because of the much better protection of anonymity provided by these 
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forums. Although content that is overtly controversial or critical of government policy 
is routinely censored from bulletin boards, and particularly subversive discussion 
forums are shut down, the discussion forum can always pick up again at another 
address under another name. 
 
Hesitance on the part of the Chinese government to hinder progress in the 
development of the Internet in China may discourage the exercise of too-strict 
controls or limitations to online communications venues. The implications of existing 
government policy for web-based communications are also not unambiguous. For 
instance, web logs, chat rooms and bulletin boards blur the boundary between 
completely legal forms of interpersonal communication and the private reporting of 
news, which would constitute an illegal infringement on the government monopoly 
on news broadcasting and publication. Because these web-based forms are not 
places in the usual sense, it is unclear whether government restrictions on public 
gatherings apply to them. Because they are not, strictly speaking, printed or 
broadcast news reports, censorship measures are approached more cautiously 
than with more traditional media. 
 
4.3.4. Human links 
For all its recent and current growth, China’s communications infrastructure is still a 
discontinuous and uneven landscape. Geographical and economic factors limit the 
depth of penetration of digital communications networks into areas of the country 
away from the major urban centres, and access for inhabitants of even the most 
well-connected urban regions of the country is constrained by the multiple means of 
control exercised by the government over the accessibility to information and 
connections. 
 
Just as spatial practice in physical and digital places of China’s cities exist in a state 
of interdependency, the information flow that sustains and defines social groups in 
China, and through which information is shared, is dependent on a fluid interplay 
between digital media and human agents. “Human relays” are very important links 
in the chain of communication, stepping in where the network leaves off and helping 
social groups to hurdle government-imposed and geographical barriers.  
 
Messages can spread extremely quickly via text message forwarding, with little or 
no chance of governmental blocking. It is typical in China that news about events is 
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spread throughout a city and the country first by individuals using digital 
communications technologies before being announced by the government. The text 
message, “a fatal strange flu is spreading in our city”, was forwarded 40 million 
times in Guangzhou on February 8, 2003, 41 million times the next day and 45 
million times the day after that before the government officially acknowledged the 
existence of the SARS outbreak (Glaser, 2003). Of course, texting can also just as 
easily spread misinformation, innuendo and rumour, and the necessary brevity of 
these messages can leave much room for interpretation by each person receiving it. 
In the absence of trust in the government news media as corroborating sources of 
objective information, such messages will likely begin with an eyewitness of the 
event being reported, who may or may not interpret the event objectively. The 
network of cellular phone users becomes in effect a vast, albeit imperfect, 
distributed sensory organ that picks up information from the public space of the city 
and distributes it at lightning speed throughout its entire fabric. 
 
Human links in the chain of access to information make it possible to circumvent 
even the all-enclosing Great Firewall. Chinese students at universities abroad and 
members of expatriate Chinese communities serve as “human proxies”, forwarding 
content from blocked and forbidden websites to their friends and family in China, 
who then disseminate it within the country. Proxy servers set up outside of China 
provide Chinese Internet users with access to forbidden sites both abroad and, 
ironically, inside China as well. 
 
Human links are also important in integrating rural areas with limited digital 
infrastructure into the informatized culture of the more privileged urban areas of 
China. In a recent United Nations Development Programme (UNDP) initiative, 
agriculture technology centres with Internet access have been established in rural 
schools, turning the classroom into the point of access to information for rural areas 
and turning the children into “information multipliers” who are given access to 
information through the Internet, which they then disseminate to their families and 
villages. Such measures bring about the superimposition of a mode of digitally-
mediated spatial practice upon the traditionally-structured physical spatial practice 
of rural villages in potentially jarring ways. 
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4.3.5. Mediated Chinese urban life conclusions 
In this section, I have aimed at demonstrating the mutually forming relationship 
between the spatial and social practice of urban life and the use of digital 
communications media in the specific context of contemporary China. In ways 
conditioned by the political and social realities of modern urban China, the new 
virtual “spaces” created by the Internet and the mobile phone network are used 
both as alternate places of retreat from the constraints imposed on urban public 
space and as channels of interaction that augment and complement spatial practice 
in the physical city. 
 
As in many urban cultures around the world, the use of digitally mediated 
communications technologies in China has become integrated into the day-to-day 
spatial practice of urbanites and is generating its own genre of urban legends and 
inspiring other forms of popular culture. A 2004 Chinese movie titled “Mobile 
Phone”, in which a TV talk show host uses the locational non-fixity of his mobile 
phone to lie to his wife about his whereabouts in order to hide an affair, fuelled 
mistrust of the cellular phone as a disingenuous medium whose very mobility 
makes it suspect because it can be used to camouflage lies or cause 
misapprehensions about the spatial location and, by extension, the activity of the 
caller (Shanghai Star, 2004-02-26). The news of a Beijing businessman paying 
US$215,000 for a “lucky” cell phone number (China Economic Net, 2004-11-07) 
invites comparisons to the premium prices paid for offices or residences in 
auspiciously-numbered buildings or storeys, indicating that some aspects of the 
folk-mythology of Chinese urban spatial practice have their counterparts in the 
attribution of value to addresses in virtual space. 
 
Until recently, the development of digital networks in China has followed a similar 
trajectory as in many countries, aimed at the needs and preferences of the middle-
class demographic. However, there are indications that the traditional market for 
mobile phone and Internet users in China is approaching saturation and that even 
the rapid growth of the middle class is being outstripped by the growth in 
telecommunications providers, so any further substantial growth will require finding 
ways to tap non-traditional markets, such as has already been noted in regard to 
recent attempts to court the migrant population. 
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Although in many ways perceived and used as spaces of relative freedom, access 
to these virtual venues of the digital communications is not a public right but a 
privilege that must be bought from a commercial enterprise whose rules one must 
follow in order to participate. This is in effect an extension of the privatisation of the 
public realm, noted by Sorkin (1992) among others, into virtual space. The digital 
communications media are in some ways easier for the government to invisibly 
monitor than the physical spaces of the city, and the spectre of potential 
surveillance hangs over any exchange that happens via these media. Digitally 
mediated social and spatial practice in China involves a testing of the limits and 
opportunities imposed by technological, social, economic and political factors in an 
ongoing process of negotiation that is not situated in urban social space so much as 
it is the process from which urban social space, both physical and virtual, is formed. 
 
4.4. Mediated urban design 
The emergence of the new conception of mediated urban space can be compared 
to the invention, about a decade and a half ago, of the website: a genre of visual 
communication design that emerged from an exploitation of the opportunities 
presented by the new medium of the Internet, which made possible dynamic, 
branching, nonlinear, responsive, personalised experiences that could not be 
achieved in traditional print-based graphic design. Urban spatial design could be at 
the crux of an analogous transformation. For the sake of illustration, one could 
propose that, in one sense, mediated urban design is to urban design as web 
design is to graphic design. Both graphic design and urban design embody a rich 
inheritance of forms, typologies and strategies that are derived from, and enmeshed 
within, the cultures in which they exist. Neither web design nor mediated urban 
design discards the inheritance of its predecessor. However, both the web designer 
and the mediated urban designer bring this knowledge to bear on an expanded and 
transformed design problem, addressing new user experience issues that arise 
from digital technologies and applying these technologies to address perennial 
issues of user experience in new ways. However, the website metaphor can only be 
applied to a limited extent in the design of urban spaces. Whereas a website is 
designed for and within the strictures imposed by the traditional monitor and 
keyboard interface, mediated urban design begins with the expansion of the 
interface beyond this generic self-contained configuration of input and output 
devices and its immersion in a complex urban environment.  
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In one sense, the direction in which the applications of digital technologies have 
evolved seems to call into question some of the roles traditionally filled by the 
physical spaces of everyday life. Previously place-fixed technologies  - such as the 
landline telephone, the desktop computer, the office desk and the game console – 
are being superseded by the person-fixed technologies of the cellular phone, the 
laptop computer, the personal digital assistant and the personal game console. 
Channels of communication and information access such as videoconferencing and 
the Internet erase the friction of distance and obviate the necessity of spatial 
proximity to the repository of information one is accessing or ones conversation 
partner. If virtual venues of communication such as Internet chat rooms and the 
cellular phone network can be said to have a spatiality, it is not that of the physical 
spaces from which one accesses these venues but rather a virtual spatiality into 
which one projects oneself. As was established from the “mediated urban life” 
dataset, spaces of work and play, public and private space are not anchored to 
physical locations but become modes into which a person may be likely to shift at 
any time in any space, through use of space-blurring digital gadgets. An increasing 
number of the functional, social and organisational “jobs” typically done by physical 
space are being usurped by digital technologies.  
 
Because of their highly experiential and navigational nature, screen-based user 
interfaces are often talked about as “environments”, and this characteristic 
becomes even more explicit when the interface itself is an urban space. The literal 
physical environment of the urban space and the metaphorical environment of the 
interface become superimposed, and the objects and spaces of the world serve the 
dual functions of accommodating the physical functions that they are meant to 
support and symbolically communicating the digital functionality to which they give 
access. The distinction between these two types of relationships between form and 
function can be illustrated in a comparison of the wastebasket under one’s desk 
and the wastebasket icon on one’s computer desktop. The former is designed as a 
material and spatial composition to receive and contain physical refuse whereas the 
latter is designed as a cognitive “gateway” to computer functions that may, from the 
point of view of the user, be analogous to the discarding of “digital refuse”. Because 
physical spaces and objects conceived as interfaces must perform both of these 
types of functions simultaneously, the fusing of space and interface brings about a 
shift in perspective on many of the age-old themes of architecture. The mediated 
urban space is both an environment within which certain functions can be carried 
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out as well as an array of points-of-access to functionalities that may have no 
implicit spatial or material dimension but must be given spatial and material 
expression by the designer if they are to be integral parts of a mediated urban 
environment. 
 
4.4.1. Scripting commonplace spatial mediation 
As has been discussed, digital surrogates have emerged for many of the functions 
that may at one time have been associated with physical architectural places or 
elements. Mediated urban design could be seen as contributing to the re-investiture 
of urban space with some of the functions of which may have “leaked away” into the 
digital realm, not by a nostalgic and anachronistic return to pre-digital spatial 
typologies, but through an appropriation of digital technologies and physical places 
into a comprehensive unified project of environmental design. Each such design 
project involves a position on how, and why, the different “jobs” that are done by a 
place are divided or shared between physical means, digital means and linkages 
between the two. The composition of the physical and virtual components of a 
designed place is a matter of fundamental design decisions in mediated spatial 
design. Traditionally, use types such as residential, commercial, recreational and 
retail imply different options and criteria for the organisation of place to support 
certain patterns of use. Throughout architectural history, different organisational 
typologies have been applied to these various use types, corresponding to different 
models of architectural places within different epistemes. Similarly, the design of 
mediated places begins with a position not only on what use type the given place-
as-interface must accommodate, but also on the role that built places-as-interfaces 
fulfil within the greater cultural and social context. 
 
It is important to note that my use of the term “interface” within this section deviates 
from the concept of the interface as a place generated by conversation between 
actors that I am adopting from Glanville (1997) in this thesis. I use a colloquial 
understanding of an interface as an object, paired with the term “place” to indicate 
an object-based conceptualisation of space to discuss a number of the discourses 
of place (object) as interface (object) within the (object fixated) conventional design 
professions. These are “functional descriptions” of what a place is perceived to do 
(Glanville, ibid) and not principles by which the production of a place (or space) can 
be understood. My use of scripts rather than scenarios is precisely to reflect the 
functionalist perspective on space implicit in the object-fixated point of view. 
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The definition of a place as an interface, in this sense, opens up a vast set of 
potential roles that could be played by the place. Implicit in any such project is a 
“scripting” of the role that we want place as such to play in our lives. In essence, 
each project begins with the question: “What is a place for?” The following 
taxonomy attempts to outline the scriptings of mediated places implied by current 
practice and prognoses, many of which are based on transformations or re-
interpretations of traditional roles of architectural and urban space, brought about 
by its intersection with digital technologies. 
 
Urban places and technology can both be termed as extensions of the human body 
and mind. In this sense, one can conceive of place as an amplifier of human 
potential. This amplification can take many forms, but the integration of digital 
technologies into the built environment seem to focus predominantly on the 
following two areas: 
 
Place as servomechanism 
• We fill our buildings with time-sparing and effort-saving appliances and 
machines to support people in carrying out the activities for which the 
buildings are designed. A place itself can be seen as a big appliance, 
designed to amplify our efficacy and ease our daily lives. The gadgetry 
associated with this endeavour is already pervasive in the built environment, 
in remote controlled and programmable building systems and amenities. 
Prognoses for the future of built places repeatedly evoke the image of 
environments that respond to our every whim and even learn to anticipate 
our needs before we even express them. 
Place as communications apparatus 
• Architecture has always provided venues for different modes of 
interpersonal communication. Videoconferencing is a first move in trying to 
give an impression of collocation to meeting participants in remote locations. 
“Smart rooms” being developed at MIT and other institutions have the ability 
to sense and interpret the actions, voices and expressions of people within 
them and react accordingly. Places as communications apparatuses strive 
to overcome the barriers of physical distance in communication as well as 
providing support for the communication process for those within the place. 
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Place as shelter is a common theme in talking about the built environment. 
Providing security is one of the most primal functions of architecture, be it the 
exclusion of outside intruders or the concretisation of structures of control over 
those within, as noted by Foucault (1977). As the paternalism (or maternalism) 
inherent in built structures extends itself into the digital dimension, one can discern 
at least two ways of looking at the role of digital technologies in looking after a 
place’s inhabitants and users. 
 
Place as security system 
• The archaic security measures of walls and bars for keeping out intruders, 
or keeping in the incarcerated, are now augmented with surveillance 
cameras and motion sensors, acting as psychological, as well as physical, 
deterrents. To be constantly under the gaze of the place one inhabits is a 
component of the experience of a mediated place. This gaze can be 
malevolent, benevolent or indifferent, depending on the point of view of the 
user and the intentions of the designer. 
Place as nurse 
• Technologies for the monitoring of bodily functions are already being 
embedded in clothing and wearable accessories. Proposals have been 
made for the introduction of a myriad of diagnostic machines into the fabric 
of our living places, such as the integration of stool-analysing technology 
into toilets. Our living places can potentially know us completely, at least 
from the clinical point of view, and make recommendations, or even take 
actions, for our well-being. 
 
If much of the “work” normally done by physical space is now being done by 
technological gadgets, then places are free to become realms of play, luxury and 
frivolity. In this case, one could see place as a type of entertainment, as exemplified 
by the two trends of treating mediated place as a spectacle or game: 
 
Place as spectacle 
• Television and other home entertainment systems could be seen as 
encouraging the withdrawal of people’s primary entertainment source from 
the physical space of public life and into the home, where the television took 
on a spatially privileged but static and contained position. However, the 
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highly miniaturised and personalised nature of the latest generation of these 
technologies means that they can be, and are, used in all types of spatial 
contexts, within the home and outside of it. At the same time, all types of 
public places are becoming increasingly saturated with digital media 
displays and other electronic diversions. The approach to place as spectacle 
could see the integration of these fragments into the concerted design of a 
new entertainment genre. 
Place as game 
• Conventional video games involve the imaginative projection of the player or 
players into a virtual surrogate playing field abstracted and largely separated 
from the physical world. However, recent phenomena demonstrate how 
digital communications technologies are being used to support a ludic 
approach to the use of place that blends digital and physical modes of 
interaction. Among these phenomena are “smart mobs”, as well as location-
based cell phone games that require players to interact with each other and 
with the physical place and objects of the city. Within the greater project of 
mediated urban place, one could foresee the development of play 
environments in which the playing field and rules of play are embedded 
equally in physical and virtual components. 
 
The role, within any culture, of built place as a bearer of cultural knowledge of that 
society takes on an added dimension when places are conceived as interfaces. As 
the tasks required to function in society become more complex and technology 
more intelligent, an increasing amount of knowledge and skills are embedded in 
software and expert systems, rather than possessed by the users of these systems. 
This could be termed a “deskilling” of human beings through reliance on digital 
technology, or it could be seen as an extension of human cultural intelligence into 
the built environment. The following two examples illustrate this: 
 
Place as guide 
• GPS (global positioning systems) and other technologies are currently used 
in creating navigation systems for cars and pedestrians, while augmented 
reality technology is being developed to allow for the projection of layers of 
interactive information on the physical world, to aid users in wayfinding or 
understanding of the space around them. The possibility exists for the 
creation of places that tell users about themselves. Orienting oneself in 
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space, previously reliant on clarity of architectural organisation, signage 
systems and maps, could become a conversation between the user and the 
place. 
Place-making as cultural skill 
• All pre-modern cultures had their unique forms of vernacular architecture, 
the skills for building of which were an intrinsic part of the inheritance of 
social knowledge of each individual in the society. Modern modes of 
planning and construction have severed most users from direct involvement 
in the construction of their living environment. However, there have been 
attempts to develop tangible interface design tools in the form of “machine-
readable models” to help clients design and construct their own homes. 
Such a system was developed by John and Julia Frazer for the Walter 
Segal Self-Build Trust already in 1982 (Frazer, 1995: 41-43). Embedding 
digital technology in the components of the built place themselves, rather 
than in models of these components, could lead to building systems that 
would guide users in constructing their own living environments. 
 
To design a place is to offer a proposal for the relationship that should inhere 
between that place and its users. This question has practical, social, psychological 
and ethical dimensions. The examples above have illustrated the added issues 
brought to this endeavour when the place is conceived as an interface, existing 
simultaneously in physical and virtual form. 
 
4.4.2. Analysis of the fusedspace competition entries 
The 2005 online fusedspace competition (www.fusedspace.org) called for the 
online submission of proposals for projects and ideas for the digital mediation of 
urban public space. Besides submitting an entry myself (which appears in the 
scenario chapter) I used taxonomic and cartographic representational and 
organisational tools within grounded theory methods to undertake an analysis of the 
entries, with the intention of attaining an indicative survey of current imagination 
regarding the composition of physical and digitally-mediated modes of practice in 
cities.  To reiterate from the methodology chapter, taxonomies of the entries to this 
competition were done on the basis of object-orientation, interaction-orientation and 
categories established from the datasets of mediated urban life. The results of a 
number of these categorisation exercises are presented in Appendix B. However, 
this exercise was deemed inconclusive because the taxonomies failed to reveal any 
APPROACHES TO THE MEDIATED CITY 
 132
qualitative insights that were not put into them. The vocabularies of urban places, 
interfaces and interaction applied in these taxonomies were insufficient to 
satisfactorily describe the relations and distinctions within this dataset in a way that 
is more than enumerative. I concluded that taxonomies are likely not an appropriate 
tool for me to develop a new understanding of the situation under investigation. I 
undertook further attempts at analysing these projects using cartographic 
techniques inspired by those from Clarke, mentioned in section 2.2.2. Cartographic 
interpretation of the data produced a supplemental layer of relations that, in 
combination with the already-established taxonomies, allowed for the insights that 
follow. 
 
Among the fusedspace competition entries, I distinguish between different 
approaches to the brief of the competition. Fusedspace was an open-ended ideas 
competition, with no constraints as regards site, agenda, programme, purpose or 
politics of the project. The constraints revealed in the entries can be surmised to 
reflect the assumptions of the authors as to the design brief of mediated urban 
space, and of their ideals as to how such a project should be approached. The 
categorisations discussed below are based on distinctions of the different types of 




Applying a semiotic understanding to the members of this dataset, I surmised that 
the entries can be interpreted as proposing dynamic representations of the city in 
the city. If every piece of architecture can be said to be a spatialisation of the 
energies of the city (Borden, et al, 2001), then architecture is always a 
representation of the city in the city and these proposals indeed belong to a subset 
of architecture.  
 
Looking at the entries from the point of view of urban semiotics, Kevin Lynch’s 
(1960) term of the imageability of a city takes on a literal meaning in many of these 
projects, which create abstracted “representations of space” in LeFebvre’s (1991) 
sense, to allow the apprehension and comprehension of the city in ways not 
possible with the unmediated eye. To address another of Lynch’s central terms, 
navigability of the physical space of the city and navigability of information become 
intertwined. To name just three variants, there are projects that address (a) the 
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navigability of information about a place in the city at that place in the city, (b) the 
navigability of the physical space of the city aided by superimposition of an array of 
information onto the city (ranging from signage systems to augmented reality 
applications) and (c) the extraction and visualization of an alternative landscape of 
the city that allows one to navigate through the city as an informational, rather than 
physical, landscape. What all of these projects have in common is that the 
information only emerges or attains meaning through a coming-together of a 
location, a body of information and an application of digital technology. 
 
The bias of Lynch’s theory towards a reading of the city as a physical spatial 
continuum has been noted and countered by Gottdiener (1986) and other urban 
semioticians, who assign meanings to cities and urban space that cannot be 
derived solely as functions of spatial arrangement. The latter of the above-
mentioned three understandings of the term navigability in the fusedspace projects 
indicates an interesting case for the potential spatialisation of non-spatial systems 
of meaning, implying a cross-fertilisation of these two schools of thought regarding 
urban semiotics. The predominance of image-based or other primarily visual means 
of representation reflects a “visual bias” that suppresses non-visual or non-
visualisable content. However, the many strategies of visualising the intangible 
could complicate this distinction somewhat. 
 
Interaction and space 
I will not dwell on the general discarding, a good decade ago of the object-focused 
vocabulary of the interface in favour of an action-centred language of interaction in 
the field of HCI. This is seen as having achieved a transition from a technocratic to 
a humanistic analysis of the problem of human-computer interaction, favouring a 
process in which one designs the user experience based on an understanding of 
human activity. Several of my first attempted taxonomies of the fusedspace entries 
were based on distinctions relative to the experience of interaction in these spaces, 
but these descriptions of the designed situations from within did not allow any 
discoveries regarding the deeper roots of the approaches to urban space design 
that underlie the process of designing the projects. The shift from interface to 
interaction is a change in vocabulary and interpretation, but not a distinction 
between different projects (i.e. nearly any project can be interpreted from either or 
both of those points of view) so a finer distinction must be made between different 
approaches to the relationship between interaction and space that make a 
APPROACHES TO THE MEDIATED CITY 
 134
difference worthy of serving as the basis for a categorisation of approaches to 
designing urban places. 
 
The distinction I choose to make can be explained through comparison between 
three different positions on the relationship between space and interaction. I 
differentiate between (so-called) interaction with space, interaction (supposedly) 
within space and interaction generating space. The bracketed disclaimers in two of 
the titles indicate variance between the understanding of the concepts of space and 
interaction, and their interrelation, indicated in these positions and the second order 
cybernetic understanding of the same, which I identify as most pertinent to this 
thesis. Each of these positions constructs the way in which the design of an urban 
place is approached by different designers, reflecting their ideas as to how urban 
places are perceived and used. 
 
The terms “interaction” and “interface”, as colloquially applied within HCI, are at 
times used in a sense that is at odds with the more general meaning of the words, 
as well as with my espoused understanding of the terms as referring to a process of 
co-construction of understanding between at least two actors, not as a 
characteristic or function that inheres in a person or thing, nor as something 
enacted by one actor upon another actor or thing. In cases in which I use the word 
“interface”, “interaction” or “interactive” in a facetious sense to illustrate a point 
about a colloquial (mis-)use of the terms rather than to support my understanding of 
the term, I set the word off with quotation marks, as in this sentence. 
 
(so-called) “interaction” with space 
Many of the fusedspace proposals for so-called “interactive” (read “digitally 
mediated”) places have fixed and predetermined components, which may be 
composed and combined, but not appropriated, altered or constructed, by the 
human user. Applied to a category of mediated urban spaces, this use of the term 
refers to (so-called) “interaction” with space. Urban space is presented as an 
“interface”, in the sense of an object that enables and forms a user’s access to, and 
sometimes manipulation of, specific digitally-embodied information or functionality. 
Within this category, I differentiate between more passive versions in which the 
information and interactivity is consumed, and more active versions in which the 
information and interactivity is co-constructed by the users. The former, passive, 
variant of this approach is represented in fusedspace entries such as “Urban Eyes”, 
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which proposes fitting existing surveillance cameras in the city with RFID (radio 
frequency identification) tag readers. Miniature RFID tags can be mixed with pigeon 
feed and fed to pigeons whose flight paths through the city are registered by 
cameras. One can view online the images being currently captured by whichever 
camera is within the range of detecting “one’s own” pigeon at any given time, 
enabling a type of mediated non-participant observer flâneur to drift through the city 
in a new way. The latter, active version of interaction with space can be observed in 
“Scentimental Space” in which people can wear technologically-enabled clothing 
that triggers a ubiquitous computing environment of electronic wallpaper to create 
personalised sensory experiences. The implicit view of the role of space in such 
“interfaces” is as a given repository of experiences that can be called-up through 
digital means. 
 
Interaction (supposedly) within space 
Another point of view sees mediated urban space as the frame for interaction. This 
is characterised by a supposition that space is a container within which interaction 
between people takes place.6 The entries that I include in this category tend to deal 
with systems that are presented as sited within urban space to affect the ways that 
people interact with one another in cities. I also split this category into two sub-
categories. The first sub-category contains proposals for systems of mediated 
objects or networks of connectivity that support new modes of interaction between 
people in urban space. This type can be exemplified by the entry “Train Doors: 
trust-based communities on trains”, that would establish new channels of passive 
networking between communities of “familiar strangers” in public transport, without 
transgressing the anonymity and social distance that is a characteristic of these 
communities. The other sub-category consists of systems conceived as inserted 
into urban space that mediate one’s navigation through, or other types of use of, 
urban space, such as “Willemdreesplein”, which augments the existing artefact of 
the street sign to become an information screen that can display announcements, 
advertisements and messages for and from the residents of the street, their visitors 
and clients, as well as changing to reflect different events and occurrences in the 
street. In these projects, space is presented as a “given” container and interaction 
as a communications functionality provided in the container. 
                                                
6 I use the non-quoted version of the word interface here. The interaction between people can be 
genuine, in the sense of construction of a common understanding through conversation. It is the 
notion that space is somehow a “container”  for this interaction, and not the result of interaction, that 
I see as misguided. 
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Interaction as generator of space 
The third position on the relation between interaction and space that I perceive as 
represented by a subset of the fusedspace projects is that of interaction as a 
generator of space. This is captured in Certeau’s (1984: 126) concept of a region as 
“the space created by an interaction. It follows that in the same place there are as 
many ‘regions’ as there are interactions or intersections of programs.” I discern two 
subgroups within this group as well. One subgroup consists of proposals that 
support the involvement of urban citizens in attaching their memories or critique to 
an urban place in a way that these become perceivable by others and thus part of 
the shared urban environment.  “The OP:FIX Global Crit System” suggests the 
practice of affixing adhesive paper tags to places and objects in the city, giving a 
URL that one can access to read the author’s critiques or comments on that place 
or object. The other subgroup comprises projects that take this idea a step further 
to incorporate means for input by urban citizens feeding into the formative 
processes that make and sustain the physical space of the city. An example of this 
is the entry “Intensive Care (Are there any signs of life yet?)”. This proposal 
foresees a system for defining and initiating action on land use measures for vacant 
lots in the city through providing an open online community forum for submission, 
discussion and choosing of ideas for these sites, which have a presence on the 
website via webcams and GIS data. Judged on the criterion of integrity of the 
implicit concepts of interaction and space that underlie the proposals, these 
approaches come closest to Glanville’s (1997) conception of the interface. Space is 
not conceived as a thing that affords the function of interactivity, nor as a pre-
existing container within which interaction can take place. Space is that which is 
created through interaction.  
 
The hierarchy embodied in this sequence of three conceptual approaches to 
mediated urban design is not to imply that the more “advanced” categories 
represent more complicated, expensive or extensive applications of technology. 
“The OP:FIX Global Crit System”, which I have placed in the category of interaction 
generating space, could be realised immediately by anyone with a website and a 
stack of adhesive stickers. 
 
These three interaction-centred approaches to the mediated city correspond to 
different conceptions of the city that reveal the designers’ views on the project brief 
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of mediated urban space. (So-called) “interaction” with the city recalls discourses of 
the city as spectacle and the city as zone of consumption. Interaction (supposedly) 
within the city refers to the city as a framework for social interaction, while 
interaction generating the city evokes LeFebvre’s view of space as socially 
constructed (as taken rather than given). The second category, interaction 
(supposedly) within space, corresponds most closely to the classical understanding 
of urban public space. The first category, (so-called) “interaction” with space, 
reflects post-modern critiques of the impoverishment of urban public space through 
its privatisation, spectacularisation and commodification. The third category, 
interaction generating space, presents a proposition for a change in the conception 
of public space, that subsumes the previous two understanding of interaction and 
adds the idea of interaction with and within urban space as a generator of urban 
space. 
 
I propose a taxonomy not of places or interfaces (object-based), nor of spaces or 
interactions (action-based), but of approaches to the design of mediated urban 
space.   
 
My valorisation of one of these three essential approaches corresponds to 
conceptualisations of interaction proffered by de Certeau and by Pask, in different 
fields and discourses. According to de Certeau (1984: 117-119), space should not 
be conceived as the container or medium within which interaction takes place. 
Interaction, he claims, is the prerequisite for, and generator of, space. Pask’s 
conversation theory sees the interface as the space opened up between 
conversants, through their conversing. Mediated urban space, then, is not an urban 
space with the added quality of mediation, nor a space in which mediated 
interaction takes place, but rather it is urban space that comes into being through 
mediation. Although I suspect that, with a broader definition of mediation, this 
statement could apply to urban space throughout history, I will restrict my claims to 
the mediation through digital technologies that is the subject of this research. To 
dispel any accusations of technological determinacy, I do not mean to say that the 
mere application of digital mediation generates space, but it does clear a field for 
the interactions that generate space. The generating interaction, then, is not the 
things that happen within these designed spaces or through these designed 
systems, but the interaction that generates the possibility of these spaces being 
thought and performatively produced. 
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Plans and situated actions / tactics and strategies 
Lucy Suchman (1987: 27, 49) distinguishes between plans and situated actions, 
two modes by which human beings operate in the world. Plans are intentions that 
are conceived and articulated in detail before they are enacted on the world, 
whereas situated actions are tactical decisions made and acted-upon by actors 
immersed in a situation. Plans rely on explicit knowledge mobilised to mould a 
found situation to conform to a preformed vision. Situated actions rely on implicit 
knowledge applied to navigate within a found situation. Plans thus play a mediating 
role, while situated actions are unmediated or “immediate”. 
 
Typically, plans would be the medium of planners and designers – those operating 
in the urban design and urban planning modes of practice – while situated actions 
are the instinctive actions that compose urban life. Again in the conventional 
understanding of the terms, plans are typically used as tools to mediate in the 
formation of urban space, actualising what Michel de Certeau (1984:35) calls 
strategies for the demarcation and formatting of a space by a certain regime of 
control and structure; while situated actions are closely related to what Certeau 
calls tactics, or the performative negotiation of personal narratives in space that 
work within the constraints of strategies while at the same time subverting and re-
interpreting them. Through tactics, the places established by strategies are 
changed to spaces for individual freedom. In his book “Space and Place: the 
Perspective of Experience”, with which he is credited as having founded the study 
of human geography, Yi-Fu Tuan (1977) sees Place and Space as two types of 
human experience of the world, with place corresponding to a sense of security, 
locatedness and belonging and space implying extensibility and freedom. The 
distinction between place and space initially most familiar to me from my education 
as an architect proposes that a place is a designed space, which converts 
featureless abstract expanses into experiences specifically designed for human 
beings. Certeau does not contradict this distinction in principle, but he interprets 
place as a region that has been subjected to an ordering impulse for which the 
place is a tool by which an authority marks a territory and saturates it with order that 
excludes other appropriations. In contrast, Certeau conceives of space as a field of 
potentials that are actualised performatively by citizens. Thus, plans are closely 
allied to (but not equivalent to) strategies, and situated actions to tactics. 
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In this context, the higher level of digitally-mediated interaction in the higher level 
categories in the previous subsection should not be seen as an unreserved 
prioritisation of these examples. A specific sense of “interaction design”, by nature, 
actualises strategies, mediated by plans, to edit action. Contained in the very word 
“interaction”7 is the capping-off of action. Action in an interactive system, conceived 
in this way, is not open-ended. Rather, it is assumed that there is always something 
to receive and counter one’s action. In this interpretation of “interaction” design, 
here can be no so-called “interaction” of this type without the “inter-”, meaning that 
interaction is bounded, not by the intentions of the users, but by the ability of the 
system to perceive and respond to actions of the users. So the “mediation” in 
spatial mediation can be interpreted as an editing of all possible actions to 
modalities of actions that “make sense” within the semiotics of the interactive 
system. This ironic stultifying of action with the introduction of interaction, which 
requires one to constrain oneself to the strictures of a system of predetermined 
limits of freedom to gain the benefit of the system, has a precedent in the 
superposition of another totalising technological infrastructure on cities. 
 
The design of American cities as mediated through the automobile led to the 
understanding of urban planning as traffic planning and urban design as the design 
of the areas between or connected by streets, and the withdrawal of most streets 
from the consciously designed public realm. Automotive “mobility” comes at the 
expense of sacrificing non-automotive mobility. The extended travel distances and 
non-human friendly streets of automobile cities discourage non-automotive 
movement through the city. To avail of this mobility, one must restrict one’s 
movement to the intentionally provided system of streets, and one must surrender 
one’s own body to strapped-in immobility. The operating systems and keyboard-
monitor interfaces that filter digitally mediated action can be interpreted in a similar 
way. So if a mediated space is conceived as a digital interface, it is not an 
augmented space but an edited space, pared down to the aspects of action in 
space that are perceptible to the mediating technology. Urban space is always 
mediated by many technologies and semiotic systems (and this intensity of 
mediation may be a definitive characteristic of the urban experience). But the so-
called “universal medium” bears the potential of becoming a “universalising 
                                                
7 I am writing here of the term interaction as it is adopted into the jargon of interface design, as a 
characteristic of an interface, not in the sense in which I understand it in my thesis, as existing 
between two actors and not a characteristic or product of either one of them but of the conversation 
that is going on between them. 
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medium”, supplanting other mediators of urban space, or reducing them to their 
reflections in the digital medium. The digital dimension’s status as a pseudo-space 
or an alternative social space put it in a different relation to the physical space of 
the city. Wherever the two confront, there is a danger of it being perceived as a 
zero-sum game of spatial attrition, in which gains in virtual interactivity are at the 
expense of interactivity in and with physical space. 
 
This is not to demean digital technologies, nor to imply that digital mediation of 
urban space is leading to an impoverishment of urban design. The relationship just 
described inheres in much current thought on the relation between design(er) and 
use(r). Recent focus on “experience design” (Shedroff, 2001) makes explicit the 
credo that design is about creating experiences, rather than products or services, 
for the user8. Theme parks, brands and user interfaces are all discussed as bearers 
of intentional, controlled experiences, which is a large component of the value that 
the consumer is willing to pay for in these experiences. A concern for “user 
experience” can deal with something as simple as ensuring that a can opener is 
pleasant to use. At the other end of the spectrum, it can be applied to the design of 
total environments in which every facet of what is experienced is intentionally 
engineered and every individual decision or discovery is anticipated and pre-
designed. Experience in this extreme sense is a more totalising concept than 
function, as its very intention is to create a secure field of play for choice in the 
absence of unwelcome chance. Freedom is traded for the security of knowing that 
every aspect of one’s experience is taken care of and nothing can go wrong. The 
most totalising of experience designs, as perfected by the Disney Corporation, are 
either anathema to urbanism (Sorkin, 1992) or indicators of the future of the city 
(Imagineers, 2005), depending on the point of view to which one subscribes. 
 
Situated actions appear antithetical to these types of “experiences”, and vice versa. 
The practices described in previous discussion of mediated urban life are situated 
actions. These practices are examples of urban citizens appropriating the mediated 
city through tactics. They are not “consumers” or  “users” or urban space but “urban 
actors” who perform urban space. 
 
                                                
8 Shedroff himself distinguishes between design of experience, which seeks to pre-script experience 
for passive consumers, and design for interaction, which seeks to set the conditions within which 
experiences can be constructed, without absolutely predetermining the range of possible experiences. 
He clearly valorises the latter. 
CHAPTER 4. ANALYSIS 
 141 
Power relations   
The linking of the interface to built urban materiality affects the political dimension of 
the production of space, for the simple reason that the physical space of the city 
has a long history of being the medium upon which control structures and power 
relations have been inscribed through architecture and urban design, and there are 
well-established and well-honed mechanisms by which governmental and 
commercial interests maintain this control. The more “architectural” of the 
fusedspace entries (typically some of those in the category “(so-called) ‘interaction’ 
with space” because of the object- or place-focused nature of these projects) would 
require government collusion and substantial private investment and would thus 
necessarily be embedded in existing spatial power structures. 
 
Those projects in the second category of “interaction (supposedly) within space” 
would mesh most directly with the types of practices of mediated urban life 
analysed in the previous section, because they tend to be in the form of systems in 
the city that can support performatively constructed modes of spatial practice, such 
as current practices using mobile phone networks and the Internet. The 
personalised interfaces and atomistic objects that serve as the interfaces in these 
systems allow these projects to evade rigid control by eschewing 
“architecturalisation”. 
 
The approach of “interaction as a generator of space”, in its extreme version, 
subverts the accustomed power relations in a city by allowing actions at the “lowest” 
or “innermost” level of urban spatial practice to feed back into the higher levels, 
exercising influence, if not control. This closing of the loop of urban practices 
deviates from the supposed linear and concentric relation of urban planning, urban 
design and urban life by turning it into a closed circular relation. The three modes of 
urban practice thus become phases in a repeating cyclical process rather than 
steps in a finite linear procedure.  
 
The great majority (27 out of 30) of the jury-nominated fusedspace projects 
proposed the integration of digitally-mediated interaction into spaces in the city, with 
only 10% addressing interaction in the actual process of design or production of 
urban space. In this sense, most nominees used digital technologies as a 
component or aspect of the city as a product that is inhabited by citizens, but did 
not choose to explore the use of these technologies in the process of urban design 
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or generation, in which the city would be seen as a process in which citizens 
participate. This analysis has demonstrated that the digital mediation of urban 
spatial practice presents opportunities for challenging the conventional notion of 
urban design as creating frames within which urban life happens. The reproduction 
of this inherited notion in mediated urban design proposals is a matter of convention 
and not of necessity. The analysis of the fusedspace entries has shown many 
different variants in the composition of the relation between urban plans and 
situated urban actions, between mediated urban design and mediated urban life. 
 
4.4.3. Mediated urban design conclusion 
Any interface placed in an area or context where it is immersed in urban flows and 
accessible to a heterogeneous group of people is in a very basic sense “urban”. 
Any interface whose users are not members of a group that is self-contained and 
defined by their use of this interface but rather partaking in a greater environment, 
of which the interface is a part, can be called urban in a more real sense. In this 
subsection, I have detailed what I see as more profound criteria for considering an 
interface as a truly urban entity. 
 
The digital (as opposed to the interface) and the urban (as opposed to the city) are 
ideas and not things. They are defined by the discourses they attract. They are both 
tropes with which spatial imagination and practice take certain forms, and are 
allowed or encouraged to develop in certain ways. At the prosaic level, mediated 
urban design can be seen as the design of a category of artefact that is at the same 
time a place and an interface – an urban thing and a digital thing. However, the 
fusedspace entries, as well as the banal and functional scripts for  “commonplace 
spatial mediation”, are each rooted in the bringing together of different discourses of 
the urban and discourses of the digital. Each of these designs for a mediated urban 
place is based on designs on these two ideas. The fusedspace competition is a test 
bed in which is revealed what happens in the imagination of different contributors 
when (the idea of) the digital and (the idea of) the urban are brought into 
confrontation. 
 
Although the dataset is composed of distinct and separate projects, this is not a 
taxonomy of discreet units and their relations, that could be communicated in the 
nodes and connections of a network diagram or the forks and branches of an 
arbiform diagram. The projects are landmarks that are used to mark certain points 
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in a grid of potential positions formed by the cross-graphing of urban discourses 
and digital discourses. This grid is conceptually bounded but extensible or 
subdivisible in both dimensions to accommodate other discourses or further 
distinctions within a discourse. 
 
Mulder (in Appadurai et al, 2002) has proposed that “urban” strategies that see the 
city as an object of design or “post-urban” ideologies that propose a negation of the 
idea of the city, are being superceded by contemporary “transurban” tactics that 
seek to transform the city from within through well-placed urban “moves” rather than 
comprehensive urban “plans”. Each of the representations proposed by the 
fusedspace entries can indeed be seen as a “move” within the urban context that 
proposes an insertion into the existing fabric of the city that changes the perception 
or use of a specific urban place, or the urban space of the city in general. Each of 
these “moves” has a co-defining relation with other material and non-material flows 
and events in the city. 
 
4.5. Mediated urban planning 
As explained previously, formative practices in cities are typically subject to high 
degrees of control and regulation and are generally the purview of a select few. The 
possibilities offered by digital mediation of urban spatial practice (including planning 
practice) are also being appropriated in different ways to different ends. The 
following pages outline a selective survey of five projects proposing the integration 
of digital mediation into the planning of cities.  
 
4.5.1. The five projects 
In the following pages, I briefly outline the five projects selected to compose the 
mediated urban planning dataset. 
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System of Technical Methods for Digital Urban Planning 
Date: 2005 (publication) 




Figure 4.10: System of Technical Methods for Digital Urban Planning © Dang 
 
“(D)igital urban planning (is) the combination of theory and method of traditional 
urban planning with new technology in the new digital city period… Digital 
information will be the agent object which makes digital urban planning is (sic) 
different from traditional urban planning.” 
(Dang, 2005: 168) 
 
The project is an endeavour to update Chinese city planning principles for the 
digital era. It seeks to propose planning principles based on the digital city concept 
(Ding and Sun, 2000) that recognises that information technology infrastructure and 
the digitalisation of governance and spatial data in Chinese cities are bringing 
dimensions to urban planning that are not adequately addressed in planning policy. 
The project sees digital technologies and applications as new components to be 
plugged into an existing set of principles, and not as something that necessitates a 
re-evaluation or restructuring of the planning process. It presumes that all the base 
information necessary for city planning can be expressed digitally, and that all of 
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this information can be processed and combined in a comprehensive digital model 
of the city called the “primary planning scheme” that can be updated constantly 
using RS, GPS and GIS technologies. This comprehensive model would be used to 
achieve the traditional official Chinese urban planning goals of physical and social 
planning of the city and the extended goals of technical and information planning. 
The primary planning scheme would be made available to the authorities and the 
general public for commentary via a public participation GIS (PPGIS). The final 
expression of this process is the production of digital models, maps and documents.  
 
Milan Visonary Variations 
Date: 2004 (exhibition) 




Figure4.11: Milan Visionary Variations © Soddu 
 
“City’s Identity is how people look at the future referring to their tradition… I 
investigated to find out an hypothesis able to identify and design segments of 
artificial DNA of Milan… as an interpretation of some Milanese references.” 
(Soddu, 2004: 1) 
 
The project is an application of Professor Soddu’s generative design software 
Argenia to generate alternative designs for buildings at specific locations within 
Milan. The project postulates that a city can be said to have an “artificial DNA” that 
encodes the genetic architectural and urban design inheritance of that city. All the 
buildings in this project are the result of the application of nine rules called the 
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“Milan Transforming Codes” extrapolated from the city’s architectural heritage of 
buildings, styles, movements and designers. Besides these rules, the software-
enabled generative process is also affected by the specific location in the city for 
which the building is being designed, as well as by decisions made by the designer 
who is operating the Argenia software and thus guiding the process. Each of these 
buildings is related to all other buildings in the project (and, it is claimed, to all other 
actual or potential pieces of architecture in Milan) yet all are also unique and non-
repeatable, analogous to members of a species. This point is underscored by the 
parallel proposal of multiple related but distinct building designs for each of the sites. 
 
Urban Simulacra London 
Date: 2006 (publication) 




Figure 4.12: Urban Simulacra London © UCL 
 
“The amount of sensing data being compiled on the city grows, enabling the 
construction of virtual realities that can, in turn, be transformed for diverse 
purposes… so as to define new ways in which to understand and plan the city.” 
(McGrath and Shane, 2005: 42-43) 
 
Urban Simulacra London is an ongoing project whose goal is to create a hyper-
detailed dynamic virtual model of London that can serve as a test ground for 
scenarios and future projections. The simulation is a copy of, and a surrogate for, 
the city itself. Unlike the physical city, the model allows multiple ways of viewing the 
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virtual city both through “iconic” models expressing physical structures and spaces, 
and “symbolic” models allowing the visualisation of intangible and mathematical 
factors. These different ways of viewing support different decision making 
processes. One can enter the virtual city as an avatar to experience it in a pseudo-
spatial manner, extract oneself to survey it as an organic whole or abstract 
quantitative information about processes in the model. The urban simulacrum 
allows simulation and visualisation of the consequences of events, scenarios and 
urban design decisions, in a multitude of dimensions. The model is intended to be 
accessible to urban design professionals as well as to laypeople, and it is indeed 
proposed as a tool to enable the public to understand the urban built environment 
and even participate in its design through simulating their suggestions within the 
virtual city, while at the same time providing a public virtual forum in which 
proposals can be aired and evaluated. 
 
10_dencies – Tokyo, São Paulo 
Date: 1997, 1998 




Figure 4.13: 10_dencies © Knowbotic Research 
 
“The development of cities is unpredictable. Urban processes cannot be planned or 
envisaged, nor can they be controlled. IO_DENCIES transposes urban questions 
from the real, physical space into an experimental field of events and flows in the 
data network.” 
(Knowbotic Research Website) 
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10_dencies was a project carried out consecutively in different forms in different 
cities, based on the proposition that digitally mediated abstractions of the city can 
allow for modes of citizen expression and action not enabled within the physical city 
and reveal undercurrents that are suppressed by the power structures that control 
the physical form and organization of cities. A different mode of reading and a 
different strategy of digital mediation and interface design is chosen for each of the 
cities, based on the project’s authors’ perception of “specific urban forces” that 
distinguish that city. The project explicitly aims at providing people with the means 
to initiate moves within existing cities to define “new forms of urban agency”. In the 
Sao Paulo version of 10_dencies, “editors” in Sao Paulo fed annotated images, 
texts, video and sounds of the city into a database, creating an alternative version 
of the city that could be experienced remotely through an interface at the ZKM in 
Germany. The Tokyo version of the project proposed physical interventions on a 
site in the city, based on the collaboratively constructed, digitally mediated mapping 
of the site by the participating artists and citizens. 
 
Serve City 
Date: 2001/2002 (workshops), 2003 (publication) 




Figure 4.14: Serve City © Bauhaus Kolleg 
 
 “This experimental study uses the lifestyle of a new service elite – knowledge 
workers – to illustrate some of the consequences for architecture and urban 
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development that might arise from the use of the new information and 
communication technologies (ICTs).” 
(Sonnabend, 2003: 53) 
 
This project is a design for the redevelopment of a disused industrial site in Sydney 
as a live/work district for “urban nomad” knowledge workers, whose lifestyle is 
associated with a high degree of mobility and flexibility in the use of time and space 
and an intensive and “productive” use of communication networks for both social, 
economic and professional interaction, related to the prevalence of the individual as 
an autonomous work unit within this subculture. This district is conceived as a 
service provider linked to a physical site and serving as a medium for the regulation 
of spatial use as well as social and economic interaction in the district. Each 
resident of this district is seen as both a provider and a consumer of digitally 
mediated services, and the provision and consumption of these services provide 
the social cohesion for this community. Ownership of the physical space of the city 
is communal and the spatial use of the city is constantly shifting. The physical 
structures of this district are standardised units conceived as generic “hardware” for 
which the digital “software” can be changed at will to re-purpose any structure for a 
new user (since work and life in this society is digitally mediated). Inhabitants use 
ICTs to locate, book and “configure” appropriate spaces for their transitory needs. 
 
4.5.2. Analysis of mediated urban planning dataset 
 
Power relations 
Each of the five projects applies digital mediation in the planning process in a way 
that implicitly establishes a different economy of power relations between urban 
citizens and urban governance, as well as reflecting different conceptions of the 
nature of urban governance. In this regard, System of Technical Methods for Digital 
Urban Planning is very conservative, using digital technologies to perpetuate a top-
down planning mechanism and preserve and reinforce the centrally-controlled state 
mechanism of urban planning and urban governance. Digitalisation can be seen 
here as a defence mechanism against the recent drastic resurgence in urban 
growth in China. At the other extreme, 10_dencies is based on a radically 
subversive approach, aimed at disrupting such top-down power structures by 
enabling bottom-up influence by ordinary citizens, using the social affordances of 
digital systems, as well as their potential for visualising the virtual (in this case 
giving form and a forum for invisible undercurrents of urban life). This project does 
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not propose an ideal form of urban planning or governance so much as it presents 
calculated challenges to existing forms of urban planning, governance and 
representation. In the Serve City project, on the other hand, the allocation of land 
use is described as an emergent side effect of communication and economic 
activity in the city. The power relation in this project stems from a voluntary trading 
of freedom for convenience and inclusion, with every aspect of the inhabitants’ lives 
mediated by, and dependent on, the monopolistic “provider” of the mediating 
network.  Urban Simulacra London proposes a popularisation of planning by using 
digital technologies’ capability for simulation, imaging and dissemination of images 
to give citizens tools to understand, and propose action on, complex systems in 
urban space. The proposal has no radical implications for fundamental changes in 
current British planning and governance paradigms, although a well-intentioned 
culture of decision-making by referendum is implied, supported by a digitally-
mediated democratisation of information. At first glance, Milan Visionary Variations 
seems to present one architect’s personal tool and does not imply any fundamental 
change in the role of the architect within the city. This project is included in the 
“mediated urban planning” dataset because it proposes an alternative to 
cartographic land-use planning to achieve the goal of constraining the parameters 
of individual built interventions within the city through a rule-based system based on 
an overview of the greater good of the city. 
 
The spaces in-between 
Any power structure involves dimensions of control and dimensions of freedom 
(corresponding to Tuan’s (1977) distinction between place and space). The realm of 
freedom is not just the inverse-image of the realm of control (i.e. that which is 
intentionally “left open”) but often is constructed by the appropriation of “blind spots” 
that are structurally excluded from the purview of control, such as is visible in illegal 
structures and informal uses of space in cities, as well as the use of digital venues 
to facilitate communities that have no “place” in physical space. These spaces in-
between can be actual spaces in the city or gaps in the mechanisms of the city that 
leave room for non-official formative action. 
 
Milan Visionary Variations and Urban Simulacra London both propose that every 
site in the city is always already rich with latent information, and that digital 
technologies are applied to extract or actualize this information. In a sense, there is 
no foreground / background relation or between-ness from the point of view of the 
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system, for which the city is a continuous field rich with latent information. 
Nonetheless, there would be a distinction between spaces for which each of these 
systems was used versus those for which it was not used. It would make a 
difference whether these systems were discretionary or mandatory. This raises the 
same question of legitimacy and privilege that applies to informal or illegal 
construction in cities around the world – non-viable interventions in the city that are 
not sanctioned within the rules and processes that reign over the city. 
 
Serve City’s authors describe the project as a platform rather than a plan, giving the 
impression of an open-source type of urbanism. The project speaks of the physical 
spaces in-between as “emergent”, implying that these spaces are where the public 
life of the physical city will take place, but this public space would be constantly 
wiped clean by the reconfiguration of units on the site. Indeed there is no provision 
for insertion of urban elements independent of the system, as the system relies on 
the physical world being a tabula rasa that can be constantly rewritten to mirror the 
virtual system. “Public” space is provided in the form of fixed “space providers”, 
which must be rented through the provider, thus calling into question the legitimacy 
of calling these spaces public in a real sense. 
 
10_dencies is about the foregrounding of that which is typically assumed by 
planners to be the background of the city, a positive-negative reversal that leads 
one to reconceive and rethink as background the typically foregrounded 
constructed physicality of the city, so that the human lives typically seen as 
happening in-between or within the space left by urban planning and urban design 
becomes the positive element. 
  
Genealogy of approaches 
It is possible to describe each of the five mediated urban planning proposals in 
terms of the union of a historical stream of urbanist thought and an affordance of 
digital technologies. The System of Technical Methods for Digital Urban Planning is 
a straightforward example of applying new tools to reproduce, with higher efficiency, 
the results of current tools, but the other four projects in this study achieve new 
framings or understandings of pre-existing urban discourses by bringing them into 
contact with digital discourses. For instance, Milan Visionary Variations can be seen 
as bringing together the idea of the genius loci (via such architectural thinkers as 
Botta, Rossi and Krier (1993)) with generative design through the concept of the 
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DNA of a place. Serve City builds on the fascination of self-organisation of 
settlements and “Architecture without Architects” (Rudolfsky, 1987) with the 
introduction of a digital control level that steers this process by recording social 
interaction and actuating the city accordingly. 10_dencies is rooted in subversive 
urban movements such as the Situationists. Knowbotic Research achieve their 
detournement of the city through digital means of collecting and disseminating 
personal narratives or urban life. Urban Simulacra London applies the latest digital 
simulation techniques in service of the discourse of the city as a machine.  
 
If each of these projects is proposed as an answer to the “urban question”, it is 
enlightening to extrapolate backwards to discover what version of the urban 
question each of these answers implicitly addresses. Each of the projects is based 
on a different presumption as to what constitutes the urban question, so each deals 
with a different reading of the city, both in terms of technology involved and in terms 
of what is looked for or perceived in this reading and what is left out, and a set of 
rules for generating form and organization. Each technological solution imposes its 
bias through what it can and cannot sense and represent. Thus the choice of a 
technological means of sensing or expression is already either a decision as to 
which aspects of the sense-able environment are meaningful to the project, or a 
willingness to subjugate design ideology to technical expedience. 
 
In Milan Visionary Variations, the urban question centres on the idea of heritage, of 
sustaining a city’s identity by perpetuating its unique inheritance of physical culture. 
The Serve City project is a paragon of the functionalist city. As with other 
functionalist paradigms of city planning, the city is not necessarily planned in a way 
that functions well holistically, but rather the organisation of the city is influenced by 
the raising of a subset of functions of the city to the level of dogma and forcing all 
other aspects to follow. 10_dencies unequivocally espouses the psycho-
geographical view of the city as the sum of personal situated narratives of city 
inhabitants, to which the physicality of the city is at worst a hindrance and at best a 
backdrop. This version of the urban question is a journalistic question, and its 
answer is a set of personal narratives. Urban Simulacra London starts with the idea 
of the city as a set of complex dynamic and mechanical processes, and the urban 
question is a question of how developments in these processes can be anticipated 
and proactively accommodated or influenced. The Tsinghua University study sees 
the urban question as a question of social and spatial control. 
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The choice of the mode of abstraction that is used to represent the city is a 
fundamental ideological choice, which determines what can and cannot be 
expressed and discovered through each of these systems. These representations 
play the role of metonymies of the city: using an easily understood isolated aspect 
of something to stand in for the complex totality of the thing itself. Just as one 
stream of modernist abstracted the aspects of the city that could be best addressed 
by rational organisational thought and called the representation thus created by the 
sum of these aspects “the city”, the five mediated urban planning proposals are also 
abstracting the aspects that are best dealt with by digital media (though one would 
hope, not pretending that this constitutes the whole of the city but rather one player 
or set of strategies or moves within the mileu). 
 
Form giving 
The degree to which the forms of individual urban spaces and buildings should 
rightly be influenced at the urban planning level is a contentious issue. Planning in 
Chinese cities is typically done at a very low level of resolution, such that there is 
little control over the form, aesthetic or arrangement of structures and spaces by 
private developers (Tang, 1997), whereas in New Urbanism developments in the 
United States, such as Seaside or Celebration in Florida, planners exercise minute 
control over every aspect of architectural or urban space projects, in order to 
guarantee the unified environment that is so important to the “brand” of such cities 
(Duany and Plater-Zyberk,1992). In the bulk of cases that fall between these two 
extremes, zoning regulations mediate between the overall urban intentions at the 
planning level and individual urban design or architectural projects.  
 
The relationship between formative information and form is always mediated. As 
this research is concerned with approaches and not objects, it is urban form-giving 
processes and not urban forms that are of central interest. The five mediated urban 
planning projects take different approaches to the issue of form-giving through 
digital mediation. Knowbotic Research attempted to draw form-giving conclusions 
from the 10_dencies project in one of its earlier manifestations but withdrew this 
aspect in later versions. Urban Simulacra London creates a surrogate city from the 
forms and processes of an existing city (London) in order to inform decision-making 
by extrapolating the consequences of scenarios for future physical formation of the 
city. In both of these proposals, the formative output is in the form of 
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representations of aspects of the city that would otherwise likely remain 
imperceptible. These representations are not built forms, but they are forms that 
play an important role in the city seen as a process of constant becoming rather 
than a field of material forms, in that they can influence decision-making and action. 
 
The radical element of 10_dencies lies in its alternative representations of the city 
instead of the plan-based and policy-based representations used by urban planning 
and urban governance. Through projecting the city onto different planes of 
representation, different aspects of the city can be seen as meaningful, while many 
of the aspects of the city recorded in conventional representations find no 
expression in these representational media and therefore do not enter into the 
system of perceived meaning. The representations in Urban Simulacra London 
attain authority by appeal to supposed deep-structural isomorphism between the 
representations it uses and the mechanisms by which the city is maintained and 
evolves. 
 
Milan Visionary Variations is the most explicitly form-focused of the five proposals. 
This project’s position on formative processes in the city is adopted from the 
genotype-to-phenotype relation in biological morphogenesis. The DNA paradigm of 
generative processes provides an alternative view to the typical ways in which a 
citywide authority will constrain and guide form-giving for individual structures, in 
that the developmental processes of structures and spaces are constrained from 
within (algorithmically) rather than from without (teleologically). The physical units of 
Serve City are arbitrary and interchangeable. The units shown in the visualisations 
are containers designed in a default-contemporary architectural aesthetic. The 
arrangement of structures on the site is constantly changing, driven by activities in 
the virtual social network. The urban district becomes a visualisation of relations in 
the virtual network: in essence an immense digital readout. Physical arrangement 
emerges from digital information. 
 
The System of Technical Methods for Digital Urban Planning does not address the 
forms of the city per se, but is concerned with the way in which control can be 
maintained over any future decisions. 
 
The concept of “emergence” is expressed or implied in several of the projects, to 
refer to a characteristic or holistic quality that is meant to emerge from the 
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application of digital technologies to the planning process. Soddu’s claim that the 
close mimicking of genetic algorithms in his Argenia software will lead to the 
emergence of combinational and relational qualities analogous to those in biological 
species bears some credence, because of the algorithmic relatedness of the two 
processes. However, the claim that spaces conducive to public life will emerge 
naturally in Serve City as the spaces in between the atomistic habitation units is 
more spurious.  
 
“Autopoiesis” is another term that masks such a leap of faith. The term was 
originated by the Chilean biologists Humberto Maturana and Francisco Varela 
(1980) to characterise a fundamental shared quality of living things. In its original 
sense, it refers to organisms’ character as packages of interrelated processes that 
constantly renew their own existence as well as the existence of the organism. By 
extension, the word can denote processes exhibiting analogous behaviour in non-
biological systems of all scales.  In a text on a different mediated urban planning 
proposal, Schumacher (2002) uses the phrase “autopoiesis of a neighbourhood” to 
describe the digitally-mediated generation of built forms for an urban district based 
on the actions of that district. The disjunction in this phrase is disguised behind the 
triple meaning of “neighbourhood”, which can refer to an area, to the structures built 
on that area which give it specificity, or to the people who live there. So what is 
being proposed is not an autopoeisis – literally something generating itself and 
dynamically perpetuating its own existence and integrity –  but a group of people 
generating a group of structures at a specific location, any one of which could be 
termed a “neighbourhood” but none of which can be subsumed within another. The 
nostalgic idea of an isomorphic relationship between these three aside, the logical 
fallacy in this exposition proposes a relation of identity where none exists.  
 
The terms “autopoieosis” and “emergence” both seem to purport a certain 
inevitability or naturalness of the autopoietic process or the emergent characteristic, 
with digital mediation serving as the enabling agent, when actually it is a specific 
bias towards the formative process being imposed through digital mediation. 
 
Social Aspects 
The social dimension of digital networks is an element in all of the projects, albeit 
based on different understanding of social action. 
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A resource like Prof. Soddu’s Argenia software, applied in Milan Visionary 
Variations, would likely only find wide adoption if it became open-source, such that 
every designer who used it could contribute to the DNA and rules. Thus, it would 
become a social platform within the spatial design professions, but without any 
obvious provisions for involvement of urban residents. For 10_dencies, the images, 
texts and videos that made up this collaborative psychogeographic representation 
of the city were continuously re-introduced to the city in an exhibition. In the Tokyo 
version of the project, participants and visitors used these data to inspire a 
collaboratively-constructed alternative plan of part of the city, but in the São Paolo 
version, these messages were re-introduced into the public discourse through the 
exhibition, with no pretence at drawing conclusions or controlling how they may 
affect decisions on the design of the city.  
 
The social space of Serve City is virtual, and the physical space is largely a by-
product of social and commercial practice in this virtual pseudo-space. Although it is 
in a sense communally constructed, there is not a direct link between any space-
making intentionality on the part of the citizens and physical arrangement of the 
components of the city. In a sense, Serve City can be seen to negate the public 
space of the city as a designed or experienced thing. The open space of the city is 
just the leftover spaces between the shifting built objects. The true public space of 
this city is online, and the buildings move around to reflect the affinities inhering in 
the web version of the city. All measures are introduced to make the public space of 
the city disappear as an element of experience and an element of design. This 
could be even seen as an implicit goal of the project from the very beginning – 
reversing the ostensible relation between physical and virtual spaces. The 
possibility of the spaces in between being appropriated for informal uses is also 
small, as the entire field of the urban district must be left clear for the provider-
dictated movement of the proprietary components of the system. 
 
Leaps of faith and legitimation 
I would argue that a common factor across all five of the projects, to differing 
extents and in differing manners, is the use of the digital dimension for the 
legitimisation and enforcement of the version of urban morphogenesis espoused by 
the proposals’ authors. This authority is asserted through the appeal to different 
potentials of digital mediation – such as speed, efficiency, dimensional 
transcendence and complexity – to obfuscate with a barrier of algorithmic 
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complexity or technological mystique. In this sense, digital mediation is inserted at 
the point of the “leap of faith” required to legitimise each project. For Urban 
Simulacra London, legitimisation is supported by the high degree of resolution and 
complexity of the digital simulations the system proffers, which are in effect a 
definition of the future of the city based on assumptions and parameters that 
present a mechanistic view of urban evolution. Milan Visionary Variations seduces 
through its apparent mimicking of natural processes to generate designs of infinite 
variety based on finite input of data, but the basic principles on which this rely are 
highly personal interpretations rather than natural laws. A personal view of the 
architectural heritage of the city and the processes of architectural form-making is 
externalised in a piece of software, becoming an independent agent for propagating 
this point of view. The System of Technical Methods for Digital Urban Planning 
apotheosises bureaucratic efficiency through applying digital technology in its most 
fundamental way. It relies on the same leap of faith that is implicit in all technocratic 
structures: that technical innovation in a process constitutes progress in its own 
right (bolstered by the assumption that urban planning can be a mechanism of 
social control and political indoctrination). The inspiration behind the updating of the 
Chinese paradigm for digital technologies stems from the perceived imperative of 
shoring-up structures of control at the latest technical infrastructure as a mode of 
legitimisation. 
 
The Knowbotics Research project 10_dencies seeks credibility within a completely 
different discourse, within which subversion of inherited assumptions is valorised in 
its own right. The leap of faith from one discourse to another (from memory traces 
to planning) that was attempted then abandoned in one manifestation of the project 
iis just as dubious as it would be in the other direction (constructing memory 
through planning, as in the New Urbanism). The leap of faith in the Serve City 
project lies in implicit trust in “emergence”, the assumption that the information that 
can be gathered from online action and interaction can provide an order of 
information that is relevant and sufficient to generate urban form and organisation. 
 
4.6. Analysis conclusion 
In this research, the mediated city is not taken primarily as a physical object or 
spatial arrangement. Rather, the phrase is a referent that is reflected in the ways 
that the city is approached by different actors. Mapping the mediated city as a 
physical (or virtual) space would not reveal anything of interest for this research. 
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Thus, the mappings I do are not mappings of spaces but of approaches. The three 
reams of practice in mediated urban life, mediated urban design and mediated 
urban planning are intimately related. Each takes the other two as material, 
although the relations set up in each of the cases have different natures. This sets 
up a triangular relation, in which: 
 
• Planning directs living and projects 
• Design interprets living and planning 
• Living performs planning and projects 
 
This relationship could be expressed in a number of ways (each practice mediates 
between the other two; each project takes the other two as context…). These three 
practices, though, are components of the program of the mediated city. Although I 
have abstracted three different senses of urban spatial practice for the sake of this 
analysis, this distinction is at least partially based on conventional divisions of roles 
and realms in urban morphogenesis. For each of the datasets, I have indicated 
projects or practices that I see as hinting at the actualisation of potentials of digital 
mediation to reconfigure these divisions, to allow crossing-over of roles or 
hybridisation of realms of action. 
 
The concepts generated using grounded theory are justified by their usefulness in 
conceptualising the situation being studied, and not by conformity to pre-existing 
external theory. Categories and theories are cross-coded to achieve a common 
field of theory for approaches to the mediated city. The goal is not to identify a 
universal and complete theory, but rather to build a conceptual framework within 
which positions can be articulated and relativied. The understanding that I 
constructed through the above process proposes that the mediated city be 
understood in terms of practices and not forms, and that these practices be 
interpreted as motivated by desires to actualise different discourses of the digital 
upon the city. It provides a schema for the ways that meaningful relations to the city 
are established both by the planners, designers and inhabitants of cities. 
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5.1. Introduction 
The previous chapter gives expression to the different practices by which planners, 
designers and citizens construct the mediated city. The digital “looks” different to 
each of the groups, in terms of the affordances with which it provides them, the 
imaginations it allows, and the threats and challenges it presents. This statement 
also applies for the urban. Both of these terms represent fields of possibilities and 
not concrete things. The superimposition of these two fields creates a landscape, 
the navigation of which by these three groups is the topic of this thesis. 
 
Earlier in this document I have rejected claims that digital mediation has the net 
effect of shattering urban form or atomising urban society, as some of the more 
pessimistic discourses of the mediated city suggest. The outcomes of this study, as 
outlined in the preceding chapter, indicate that, while many inherited notions of the 
city are threatened or dispelled by the digital mediation of urban spatial practice, 
these practices also introduce new or reconfigured aspects of the urban condition. 
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The city as a cultural idea and artefact is sufficiently robust and flexible to evolve 
with these changes, rather than fragmenting or breaking. 
 
The mediated city must be seen not as a collection of disjointed practices by 
different actors within the city, but as a cultural meme that describes an urban 
paradigm with implications for thought and action in all aspects of the urban.  It is a 
dimension within which I have found it possible to make meaningful (within the 
context of this study) statements about the city as an organic whole, and the 
interrelation of the actors and processes that make up the city. Thus, this chapter 
proposes a conceptual framework by which the three realms of practice of the 
mediated city can be united, and the interrelations between them given a context 
and structure. From this emerges a number of non-spatial mappings and narratives 
that describe the conceptual geography of the mediated city. 
 
5.2. Mappings 
The following sections present two mappings of the approaches to the mediated 
city embodied in the three datasets. The conventions I use are inspired by Clarke’s 
(2005) cartographic approaches to situational analysis as detailed in subsection 
2.2.2 in Chapter 2.Methodology. Specifically, I have adapted Clarke’s idea of a 
positional map into two different cartographic conventions to analyse the 
distinctions and relationships between the different approaches embodied in the 
different projects and practices. 
 
5.2.1.Positional mapping 
In the previous chapter, I discuss each subset of mediated urban spatial practices 
(mediated urban life, mediated urban design and mediated urban planning) in terms 
of the categories by which I have been able to express commonalities as well as 
distinctions among the component practices of the respective dataset. As the 
second purpose of this study is to delineate a conceptualisation by which different 
modes of mediated urban spatial practice may be understood, in this section I 
present a schema of distinctions and affinities that allows for the conceptualisation 
and visualisation of different kinds of approaches that also elucidates differences 
between the types of approaches that characterise each of the datasets. 
 
Figure 5.1 shows the nine-square grid that is the basis for this mapping convention. 
The three themes on the horizontal axis (social city, physical city and informational 
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city) correspond to different “language games” within which the city is discussed 
and from which discourses of the city are constructed (indicatively represented by 
Lefebvre, Lynch and Castells, respectively). The three themes on the vertical axis 
(practice, association and abstraction) represent different categories of semiotic 
relations with the city (roughly equivalent to LeFebvre’s representations of space, 
spatial practice and spaces of representation, respectively). This table is subject to 
extension and division, by adding more discourses or aspects or defining finer 
distinctions within the proposed categories. It does not represent an exhaustive, 
exclusive or definitive map of the field of possible approaches, but it does allow for 





Figure 5.1: theoretical positions on the city, mapped onto the nine-square positional 
mapping device 
 
Mapping mediated urban design (fusedspace entries) on the nine-square grid 
I have already demonstrated the application of this mapping device with the 
mapping of the four categories of my analysis of the mediated urban life dataset in 
section 4.2, within this grid. Each of these categories pertains to an idea about how 
urban spatial practice is changing through urban citizens’ appropriation of digital 
networks in the city. For instance, the changing significance of addresses from 
spatial coordinates to personal names comes through the performative 
recomposing by which the informational city is disassociated with the physical city 
APPROACHES TO THE MEDIATED CITY 
 162
of locations and bound to the social city of people. Thus, the mapping of this 
category is shown as a transition from one state of linkage to another in the 
association column. In wayfinding, the loop between the semiotic association of 
elements in the physical city and spatial practice in the physical city is shifted 
downwards to an analogous loop in the informational city to reflect the “accessing” 
of places through navigating digital networks rather than by traversing the physical 




Figure 5.2: Positional mapping of selected fusedspace entries 
 
Figure 5.2 shows the mapping of several of the fusedspace projects onto the same 
nine-square grid that serves as a positional map to show the various positions 
taken by these projects relative to urban discourses. “Optionaltime / Public 
expanse”, for instance, would capture images of passers-by, recompose these 
images in different combinations and with different time delays, and project these 
reconfigured images back into the space from which the component images were 
captured. This is a system for extracting data from the city, processing it and re-
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presenting it to urban citizens (thus falling under the aspect of abstraction) and 
operates within the realm of influencing social interaction between people (thus the 
association with the social city discourse). “Bus browser”, which proposes the 
installation of information screens in buses that would display real-time updated 
information about the areas the bus is driving through, deals with supporting the 
day-to-day use of the city (thus the categorization within the aspect of practice), and 
has to do with the addressing of paths and locations in concrete urban space (the 
physical city). The “Online Chinatown” entry foresees the linking of different 
Chinatowns around the world through mediated public squares in different cities, 
through which information about other Chinatowns may be accessed. It has to do 
with the representative role of urban space (thus under the aspect of association) 
and deals with the design of information flows that sustain urban entities (the 
informational city). 
 
Mapping mediated urban planning (the five projects) on the nine-square grid 
In figures 5.3 to 5.5, the same nine-square convention is used to map the five 
projects from the mediated urban planning dataset. Each of these proposals is 
depicted not as a location on the map, but as a path through the idea space of the 
digital city as laid out by the grid. For each of the projects, three moments are 
defined as touchpoints on the project’s path through the nine-square map. These 
moments correspond to the proposition from which the conceptual basis of the 
project is established (conceive), the ideas context within which this proposition is 
elaborated into a program of action (develop), and the nature of the final effect that 




Figure 5.3: Mappings of Milan Visionary Variations and Urban Simulacra London 
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As shown in figure 5.3, above, Milan Visionary Variations begins with a conception 
of meanings associated with existing built forms in the city of Milan, thus its 
commencement in the physical city / association sector. The system of signification 
derived from these forms is codified in a proposed informational substrate that 
underlies the city’s architecture, situated in the information city / abstraction nonant. 
The culmination of the application of this system is the construction of physical 
structures in the city, in physical city / practice. The initiating proposition of Urban 
Simulacra London is the creation of a highly-resolved, highly complex model of the 
city of London as a planning tool (physical city / abstraction). This model is used as 
the context for the simulation of physical processes in the city to develop strategies 
for dealing with potential scenarios (also physical city / abstraction for the simulation, 
extending into physical city / association for the value judgements made on the 
basis of the simulations). The goal of the system is to support decisions regarding 




Figure 5.4: Mappings of 10_dencies and Serve City 
 
Figure 5.4 illustrates that 10_dencies is rooted in the significances attached to 
social and psychological apprehension of the city (social city / association), from 
which a system is developed to extract intangible psychogeographic experiences 
from the city and give them representation as memoirs and traces (social city / 
abstraction). The final application of the project is in the form of an exhibition that 
re-inserts the representations generated through the process to be perceived by 
urban citizens in a lived social space of the city (social city / practice). Serve City 
starts with a conception of digital networks as the primary lived “spaces” of a 
specific segment of society (information city / practice), uses information gathered 
from actual social practice in these and other venues (social city / practice) to steer 
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real-time updating configurations of both the virtual space of interaction as well as 
the built elements of the city (information city / practice and physical city / practice). 
System of Technical Methods for Digital Urban Planning is anchored in a 
bureaucratic tradition of codification of information and processes (information city / 
abstraction). Specifically, this project defines the city in terms of constraints and 
controls placed on its physical development (physical city / abstraction) and in the 
ideology on which this project is based, control of the development of the physical 
city is seen as a means to control of the development of the social city (Dang, 2005) 
(social city / abstraction). The final application of these principles is in controlling the 
development of actual cities (physical city / practice), always with the mirror 
intention of thereby controlling actually existing social relations in these cities, guide 
the development of both the physical city and the social city (social city / practice). 




Figure 5.5: Mapping of System of Technical Methods for Digital Urban Planning 
 
The mapping convention for the three datasets is shared, but the mapping 
approach is different. Each group of projects or practices is mapped according to 
the criteria by which it is conceived: mediated urban life as “moving through” the 
(physical and ideatic) space of the city, mediated urban design as the creation of a 
place by the application of strategies (in physical space as well as in idea space); 
and mediated urban planning as a process that traverses the ideaspace of the 
mediated cities in different ways for different projects, each of which can be seen as 
a sort of ritualistic staking-out of the territory of the planning paradigm within certain 
discourses and semiotic grammars.  
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5.2.2.The urban cycle 
The cyclical form of the image on the right of figure 3.1 represents my abstraction of 
the process of constant becoming through which a city maintains its existence. I 
divide this cycle into four phases: design, build, inhabit, reflect. This separation into 
four discrete steps is a conceptual aid to describe a flow of activity, but it also 
corresponds to the way in which different parts of the cycle are parcelled out to 
different societal subgroups (planners/designers, contractors, urban citizens, 
academics), each of whom perceives their phase as a bounded field for their type of 
urban practice. Figure 5.6 graphs the practices of urban planning, urban design and 
urban life onto this cycle, as well as the position from which research on the city 




Figure 5.6: The practices of urban life, urban design, urban planning and urban research in 
the urban cycle 
 
Some time after having established this conceptual cycle, I became aware that it 
closely parallels the cycle used by Kemmis and McTaggart (1988) to describe the 
process of action research (plan, act, observe, reflect). Action research refers to 
research by doing rather than by watching, by active involvement in a situation 
rather than passive observation. Far from the role of the abstracted observer, the 
action researcher intends to influence the research situation into which they insert 
themselves, and to learn from rigorous analysis of the experiences thus gained. 
The four steps of the action research cycle do not refer to a division of labour 
among four different sets of actors. Rather, they describe every action researcher’s 
embedded action in the world, and provide a conceptual framework by which 
CHAPTER 5. DISCUSSION AND FRAMEWORK 
 167 
insights can be extracted from this action. The idea that urban practice parallels 
action research implies that the potential for transgression of divisions between the 
professional purviews of the four steps in the cycle could allow urbanism to be 
perceived by actors in urban practices as a self-feeding flow of sensitised action in 
the world, aimed not at just achieving short-term goals within the circumscribed 
arena of a single phase of the cycle, but at perpetuating a cyclical process of 
generation of meaning and knowledge (see figure 5.7 left). 
 
My proposed urban cycle also seems to have close kinship with another four-phase 
cyclical model discovered by me after-the-fact – that of Kolb’s (1984) learning cycle 
(figure 5.7 right), which depicts the constructivist learning process. The four phases 
of this cycle are abstract conceptualisation (compare to the design phase of my 
urban cycle), active experimentation (compare to build), concrete experience 
(compare to inhabit) and reflection on experience (compare to reflect). This further 
confirms the affinities of my conceptualisation of the city and the process of learning. 
The order and logic of the mediated city – that define the relations of different urban 
actors and their practices – are thus embodied not in structures of control, but in 
processes of learning. 
 
            
 
Figure 5.7: graphic representations of Kemmis and McTaggart’s cycle of action research 
(left) and Kolb’s learning cycle (right) 
 
The basic loop in my model is idealized. It assumes a single consciousness within 
which it takes place, just as the action research loop all happens within the purview 
of the researcher. In actuality, different actors with different agendas and positions 
operate at each level. Different kinds of reflection take place, and feedback into 
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action filtered through the values and goals of the respective actors. There is a little 
loop contained within each of the levels of planning, designing and inhabiting that 
feeds back into the respective practice that is being reflected upon by the actors 
that are performing that practice. This reflection is based on the internal criteria of 
that practice and those actors. There is a fictional loop that underlies the paternalist 
/modernist point of view in which each level reflects on the level(s) above it and 
adjusts itself accordingly. There are post-modern loops (paternalist in a different 
way) in which each level reflects on the layer(s) below it and adjusts itself 
accordingly. 
 
The mapping of practices from the three mediated urban practice datasets onto this 
schema can aid in visualising the different ways in which these practices are 
operating within this cycle. I have mapped practices of mediated urban life in the left 
image of figure 5.8 as grounded in the inhabit phase of the cycle, along with pre-
digital, non-mediated practices of urban life. The mapping of the other two types of 
urban practices is more complex.  
 
      
 
Figure 5.8: Mapping of processes of urban life (left) and the urban design proposals of the 
fusedspace competition (right) in the urban cycle 
 
Mapping mediated urban design (fusedspace entries) on the urban cycle 
The right image in figure 5.8 summarises the thirty fusedpace finalists’ positioning 
within this cycle. As mentioned earlier, as a group these proposals bring no intrinsic 
challenge to the base of operation in the design phase, drawing on their own (or 
others’) reflections on the built environment and handing-off codified plans for form 
to those in charge of the next (build) phase. One obvious difference, though, 
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between a traditional understanding of urban design and the conception of 
mediated urban design evident in most of the fusedspace competition entries, is 
that these mediated examples tend to define the medium within which they work in 
terms of user experience and interaction, and not physical form.  
 
In traditional practice, inhabitation is constrained by design indirectly, through the 
medium of the built environment. Building is the phase in which design strategies 
are enacted on the world, but it is also a buffer between direct control of action 
through plans. Initiated through a formative process based on control and 
constraint – of wrestling elements of the found situation into a form that 
corresponds to a preconceived plan – built forms, as soon as they are built, become 
environments for situated urban spatial practice. Any built environment provides 
many more affordances for potential interpretation, appropriation, use or abuse than 
those “for which” it is intentionally designed, and the tactics that drive the practices 
of urban life are constant processes of interpretation of new affordances. However, 
the influence of interface design and experience design have brought to mediated 
urban design a predilection to conceive of the user experience rather than the built 
form as the object of design. I have expressed my ambivalence on the implications 
of user action being constrained within the conceptualisation as interaction and 
experience, both of which are taken as objects of intentional design rather than 
individual construction and appropriation. In current practice, the building phase is 
in large part responsible for the carrying-out of the plans made in the design phase. 
A distinctly dystopic version of a further path of development of this trend could 
foresee the institutionalisation of a similar subordinating relationship between 
design and inhabit, in which the latter is organised around carrying out the plans of 
the former, and the former around constraining the latter. Actions and experiences 
outside the designed experiential continuum would be as illicit as the unplanned 
and unsanctioned shantytowns and informal structures that bypass the phase of 
design. 
 
Because each mediated urban design project also contains a nested vision of an 
envisioned urban life practice, the mapping of a fusedspace project onto the cycle 
has two parts: the grounding of the design process itself (typically in the design 
phase) and the mode of inhabitation that the design aims to enable / enforce. 
Consequently, each urban design mapping enfolds an urban life mapping. The 
mapping of these embedded designed practices of mediated urban life (as opposed 
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to the performed practices of mediated urban life contained in the mediated urban 
life dataset proper) shows that the majority of these (16 of 30) can be conceived as 
conventional (albeit digitally-mediated) inhabitation of the places of the city. I locate 
four projects in the phase of reflection, because they are described by the authors 
as applying digital technologies to allow urban citizens an abstracted view on their 
inhabitation of the city, from which different perspectives on urban life can be 
gained. The remaining one-third of the proposals, though, are indicated as arrows 
and not dots on the cycle, because they intend to enable urban citizens to play an 
active role in driving the urban cycle, either from inhabitation to reflection (8 
examples) or from reflections on the city to inform the design of the city (2 
examples). 
 
Mapping mediated urban planning (the five projects) on the urban cycle 
Although they are “higher” up the conventional chain of control in urban practices 
than the mediated urban design projects just discussed, I found that the moves 
implicit in the five mediated urban planning projects could be cogently mapped onto 
the urban cycle in a simpler fashion than the mediated urban design projects. I 
hypothesise that this is because these projects operate at the level of broad 
paradigms for urban organisation, rather than as specific plans and situated actions 
highly articulated by the specificity of their location. In figures 5.9 to 5.13, I map 
each of these projects as a trajectory within the urban cycle, indicating the flow of 
information and influence that is promoted by the project. System of Technical 
Methods for Digital Urban Planning is the most conventionally sited of the five, 
concerned with putting constraints on designing as a way of controlling what is built. 
Although they differ in terms of many of the criteria by which I discuss these 
projects, 10_dencies and Urban Simulacra London have in common that they both 
intend to provide a platform and a mode of representation to enable reflections on 
an existing city to exert influence on future design incursions into that city. Milan 
Visionary Variations is represented by a counter-clockwise arrow feeding a formal 
vocabulary sampled from the built reality of Milan back to the design process of 
subsequent buildings. Serve City’s arc is also counter-clockwise, establishing a 
formative relation between patterns of inhabitation of the (physical and virtual) city, 
and the physical arrangement of the city (thus short-circuiting the cycle by obviating 
the phases of reflection and design). 
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Figures 5.9 and 5.10: Tsinghua project and 10_dencies mapped on the urban cycle  
 
 
       
 




Figure 5.13: Milan Visionary Variations mapped on the urban cycle  
 
That two of the projects are seen as supporting a flow of influence in a direction 
counter to that of the cycle does not imply that these projects are contrary or 
counteractive to the urban cycle, but that they support the feedback of information 
from a “latter” phase to a “prior” phase. The designation of phases as prior and 
latter should not be understood literally. All phases are active at all times 
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simultaneously in any living city, with countless intercommunicating processes at 
various stages in the cycle exerting influence upon one another. I re-iterate that 
these proposals are mapped in terms of the effect that they seek to exert on the 
urban cycle, not in terms of the point of view from which these proposals are 
conceived. The planner’s vantage is seen as being outside of the cycle1, as would 
be necessary for these proposals to present themselves as at the level of 
controlling urban processes, rather than being included within them. 
 
5.3. Concepts 
In the following subsections, I lay out seven categories by which I conceptualise the 
mediated city as a program.  
 
5.3.1. Constructing the mediated city 
Earlier in this thesis, I discussed two schools of urban semiotics, one of which 
(exemplified by Lynch) defines urbanites’ semiotic relations with the city in terms of 
their perception of and interaction with the concrete forms and movement through 
the physical space of the city; and another based on the proposition (represented 
for instance by Gottdiener and Lagopoulos) that systems of meaning in the city lie 
in the often intangible elements or emergent qualities of urban experience that 
cannot be read from the city as if it were a physical text. If Lynch puts forward a 
semiotics of the city (understood as a physical formation), Gottdiener and 
Lagopoulos present a semiotics of the urban (understood as an instantiated idea). 
The former takes the concrete elements of a text and seeks to understand the ways 
in which meaning is extracted from this text by the reader. The latter position 
aspires to define the dimensions of subjective experience of, and conceptual 
thought on, the city and identify how they combine to construct an urban image.  
 
As mentioned in the literature review, Pfaffenberger (2001:77-86) challenges the 
assumption that cultural artefacts are causes of shared cultural meaning, as Lynch 
would have it. Rather, he argues that artefacts are suffused with meaning as the 
consequence of the activities through which these artefacts are produced. He 
supports this proposition with a discussion of the monumental and ornate bwayma, 
or yam storehouses, of the Trobriand Islanders of Melanesia. Pfaffenberg suggests 
that the bluntly indexical interpretation (bigger storehouses = more yams = more 
                                                
1 But this is only a pretence, as the planner is as embedded in the cycle as any other urban actor.  
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affluent village = more powerful chief) is not sufficient to explain why such utilitarian 
buildings are endowed with an architectural prominence and articulation that 
exceeds that of even religious structures and the residences of the society’s most 
important members. He goes on to explain that the process of building the bwayma 
is a ritualised and communal activity, in which social patterns are constructed, 
rehearsed and ingrained in the participants. The construction of the physical 
structure of the yam house is at the same time the construction and affirmation of a 
societal structure. The vilamalia, the ritual of filling the finished storehouse with 
yams, is a communal enactment of fulfilment, through which individual villagers 
learn to suppress their individual greed or hunger for yams in order to keep the 
communal “belly” full. In short, these elaborate structures are constructed not 
because they play a necessary symbolic role in Trobriand society, but because the 
act of their construction is of crucial importance in maintaining social cohesion in 
the society. The meaning with which they are attributed is thus epiphenomenal, the 
result of the actions that generate them rather than of any qualities that can be read 
from them as completed architectural structures. In cybernetic terms, the 
construction of the bwayma is a conversation designed to encourage a feeling in 
each individual that their understanding of the meaning of this (social and physical) 
structure is shared with other members of the community. Through this process, the 
physical structure of the yam storehouse is imbued with symbolism as the anchor of 
this belief in shared meaning. 
 
The understanding of meaning in cultural artefacts (like the city) as epiphenomenal 
allows one to bypass the dispute between the semiotics of the urban and the 
semiotics of the city. When applied to urban semiotics, this view of meaning 
construction is intrinsically linked to concrete isolable physical experience of the city 
(as Lynch proposed) and also with the socially-constructed meanings of urban 
space (after Ledrut). That neither of these schools of urban semiotics arrived at this 
synthesis is perhaps because it describes a process that is quite foreign to the 
contemporary city, in which the division of roles between the planning, construction 
and inhabitation of urban space is ingrained in patterns of urban society and 
governance. While all of these roles are played by members of the society, the 
planning, design and construction of urban space are the guarded territories of 
circumscribed professions in which the community at large may put implicit trust but 
with whose actions they have little feeling of identification. 
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I am proposing that the program of the mediated city presents opportunities to 
transcend this division, in part because of the technical possibilities presented by 
the digital mediation of urban spatial practice but also because of the ways of 
conceptualising social organisation and material culture that current practices of 
appropriation of the digital are bringing to the forefront. Digital networks are being 
used to mediate interaction through which social groups are sustained. 
Collaborative projects such as open-source software, wikis and other social 
software are communally created structures like the bwayma, in which each 
member of the community is defined as such by his or her having collaborated on 
the structure’s formation. The content of the “Social Web” is not information nor 
communication but social interaction. So, although the communal structures of the 
Web, like the Trobriand’s structures, do lend themselves to “reading” as symbolic 
texts (i.e. structures of information), the meaning invested in them by members of 
the society they represent / embody is epiphenomenal: related to the member’s 
involvement in the creation and maintenance of the structure, not to any textual 
reading. The move from web-based communities’ construction of virtual structures 
to their communal generation of material constructs in the physical city will be a 
landmark in the future history of the mediated city. 
 
5.3.2. Composing the two facets of the city 
Above I refer to two points of view on the city – as a physical environment from 
which meaning is read, and as a social construct that gives meaning to urban 
environments – reflected in two different schools of urban semiotics. While these 
two versions may differ on the point of direction of causality, they both posit that 
meaning is perceived in a city through the contact of the physicality of the city with 
semiotic structures in human cognition. I reiterate this in order to make a pointed 
comparison between the experience of the city and the experience of another 
complex technical and social artefact and environment – the Internet. A dual 
vocabulary is already in common use as reflected in the pair of terms “The Net” and 
“the Web”. The first term refers to a physical infrastructure of discreet locations 
containing information and processing power, interlinked by a network of 
connecting technologies. The latter refers to a network of information that is 
navigated by the/a logic of information that is other than that of the spatial logic of 
the Web in and through which the experience of the Web transpires. This 
represents a radical de-linking of the experiential and physical constitution of a 
system and the experience of using that system, at the opposite end of the 
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spectrum from any understanding of urban semiotics. Semiotic navigation of the city, 
by whoever’s definition, involves contact, in the form of situated human actions, 
between the physical city and our ideas of the city. 
 
As the content of the World Wide Web has evolved from text to pictures to – in the 
latest so-called Web2.0 generation – places of social interaction, its nature as a 
semiotic environment within which actors interact becomes increasingly 
pronounced. Like the city, the Web is an environment that is rich in semiotic content, 
and Web-based content will often use overt or subtle spatial metaphors and 
representations to aid in the semiotic construction of a user experience. While 
indicating the strength of the cultural, social and psychological dimensions of 
physical space in providing a rich ready-made well of semiotic functionality to be 
tapped, the pseudo-spaces thus constructed bear no relation to the actual physical 
infrastructure of the Net. Nor need they. The de-linking of physical structure and the 
structure of experience (and therefore of semiotics) in the Web/Net is in the nature 
of the technology involved, just as obviously as the historical technology of the city 
tends to establish a link between experience and physicality, because of the 
physically embodied nature of much of the urban experience.  
 
While I have already discussed counterarguments to a one-dimensional 
understanding of urban semiotics as primarily to do with wayfinding, it is also not 
reasonable to see the semiotic navigation of the city as completely divorced from 
navigation of the physical space of the city as is possible in the Net / Web. I 
propose that the urban experience always has both semiotic and physical 
dimensions, which are inextricably connected but not isomorphic. They are mutually 
forming, yet neither one of these dimensions is the sole determinant of the other. 
They are engaged in constant conversation with one another in the mind of every 
urban inhabitant, but this is a loose conversation that does not aim at a final 
understanding by negotiating a shared meaning, but rather a space in which 
congruities and incongruities between the two concepts form the landscape within 
which mediated urban spatial practice is enacted. I have demonstrated this in all 
three of the realms of approaches to the mediated city.  
 
Furthermore, I propose that the mediated urban practices investigated in this 
research represent a family of semiotic practices characterised by the confluence of 
urban experiences attached to the physical environment and urban experiences 
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supported by, but experientially de-linked from, spatial technical infrastructures. 
This characteristic can be discerned in all three realms of mediated urban practice. 
In mediated urban life, the de-spatialised, de-localised technologies of the mobile 
phone network and the Internet, when applied to mediating daily urban life, catalyse 
the social restructuring of semiotic categories and processes discussed in the 
analysis of the respective dataset. A good number of the fusedspace competition 
entries build on the semiotic endowment of elements and patterns of the city (street 
signage, money, graveyards…) by inserting digital-technology-enabled moves that 
exploit the potential to allow new types of statements to be made within the 
established semiotic system of the city. The five mediated urban planning projects 
set up a specific relation between a digital network and physical space, apposite to 
the protection of their perceived area of profession proprietorship. Instead of putting 
the digital network in contact with the lived space of the city, these projects use 
digital technology to establish a pseudo-space within which the city is 
duplicated/simulated/codified in a way in which the system of meaning by which the 
planner represents the city to him/herself becomes the de facto set of “laws of 
Nature’” for the simulated city. This surrogate for the city is then used for the 
rehearsal of moves that are subsequently enacted on the city.  
 
The spaces of these practices are the mediated urban spaces of this thesis: not 
pre-existing spaces with the added characteristic of mediation, but spaces whose 
existence becomes possible by the superimposition of digitally-mediated networks 
onto physical cities, and which are actualised in the conversations that are carried 
out via these networks. In this way, my sense of the mediated city corresponds to 
Glanville’s (1997: 4) understanding2 of the interface as being constructed by the act 
of coming together in conversation. He proposes that the space thus created is the 
true CyberSpace (and the mediated city of my thesis is thus a CyberCity). In 
Chapter 4.Analysis, I have shown how actors in all three of the areas of urban 
practice3 are composing relations between digital networks and the physical city to 
transcend or reverse traditional protocols of spatial practice (such as practices of 
mediated urban life that complicate notions of public and private space) and to blur 
the distinctions between the purviews of these different realms (such as mediated 
urban planning projects that link planning decisions to real-time urban practices). I 
                                                
2 Which he presents as an interpretation of sources as diverse as Wittgenstein, the Balinese Wayang 
shadow puppet theatre, Ashby and Pask 
3 moreso in mediated urban life than in mediated urban design, and least of all in mediated urban 
planning, indicating increasing rigidity in approach with increasing established professional privilege 
in existing official hierarchies of spatial practices. 
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propose that the future of the mediated city will see the proliferation of strategies 
and tactics for the interfacing of digitally-mediated networks with one another and 
with the physical space of the city, that could catalyse a paradigm shift in the ways 
that urban space is conceptualised, and a dissolution of the socially embedded 
threefold division between urban life, urban design and urban planning that I 
identified in Chapter 1.Literature Review 
 
5.3.3. Platforms for communal spatial production 
The weakest link in the urban cycle that is the basis of the mappings done in 
section 5.2.2 is the transition from the phase of reflect to design. While 
psychogeographical cartographies of urban space, as developed by Lynch, enabled 
an important step in representing subjective, semiotic and experience-based 
images of the city, Gottdiener and Lagopoulos remarked on the difficulty of using 
fragmentary psychogeographical impressions of individuals to build up a coherent 
image of a city, beyond the very generic elements of the city image such as paths, 
boundaries, landmarks, nodes and districts, even casting serious doubt on the 
tenability of these elements as shared semiotic anchors. A shared image of the city 
does not emerge out of the mere accumulation, cross-referencing, collating or 
averaging of atomistic personal urban images, as is evident in the barrier met by 
Knowbotic Research in deriving concrete urban design measures from the 
constellation of personal narratives assembled in the 10_dencies project. Much 
better mobilised for defining urban design paradigms are the broad predefined 
models of the city and urban processes that support conventional urban planning 
processes. However, these reflections on the city are informed by ideological 
predispositions towards specific conceptual models of the city, and not the actual 
lived reality of the city itself.  
 
Serve City represents one approach to this dilemma. While not plan-mediated in the 
sense of a preformed conception of the city that precedes the formation of the city, 
it is very plan-mediated if one understands plan in terms of “intention”. At first 
glance, it may seem very populist. However, the arrangement is the emergent result 
of the sum of (the relations between) all the actors. It does not respond directly to 
the explicitly stated wishes of any individual but instead digital technology 
intermediates by calculating a “common good” that no individual has the overview 
(or impartiality) to perceive. In this way, it is comparable to any typical planning 
paradigm, the authority from above weighing the different considerations and, 
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following an implicit prioritization and understanding of what are the valid terms by 
which a city can be designed, anneals a physical arrangement. 
 
The type of communal mythmaking through construction of vernacular structures (in 
terms of both material culture and societal organisation) in societies such as the 
Trobriand Islanders, discussed earlier in this chapter, is an example of the 
involvement of individuals in a communal task, supported by a platform of ritual, 
that cements at least some aspects of personal psychogeography into a shared 
communal representation. In the absence of such a vernacular tradition that ties 
individual experience into a communal spatial image and into the built environment, 
tangible expressions of psychogeography in contemporary cities take more 
fragmented, countercultural forms, whose significance does not necessarily 
translate into a widely intelligible language by which spatial or social significance 
can be expressed. Digital annotation or tagging are types of intentional bottom-up 
writing that leave traces in the physical city, circumventing the need to own land 
and adhere to planning regulations. Graffiti and illegal structures are other 
examples. They reveal the gaps in the control structures. The planners and 
designers of a place like the New Urbanism enclave of Celebration, Florida, strive 
to create an environment with no such gaps of non-control. 
 
A number of metaphors from applications of the digital, such as the bottom-up 
formation of communities and construction of virtual worlds by individuals (as in 
Second Life and other online worlds and forums) hint at a link between 
appropriation and formation, between individual acts and community. Shantytowns 
are obvious example of bottom-up formation of urban form in physical cities. These 
are unsanctioned and unplanned slum districts of many cities that grow up between 
and despite planned urban structures, opportunistically hacking into the utilities of 
the official city for their subsistence. 
 
Virtual pseudo-spaces enable and even encourage the intentional establishment of 
territories apparently structured by self-organisation through an accumulation of 
individual initiatives, whereas such formative activity in physical cities tends to be 
tolerated by the urban planning and governance authorities because they can 
provide no alternative solution to the needs being addressed by these slums. Of 
course these virtual territories are still perceived as ancillary spaces – heterotopias 
of a sort – for urban life and thus isolatable as “bracketed out” venues like sports 
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fields, where different rule systems are allowed to prevail by member consensus 
and with society’s (tacit or explicit) condonement. The rules and consequences of 
the game are constrained to the field, and have no implications for the “real world” 
(although recent news of lawsuits filed and real-world fortunes made off of dealings 
in online virtual worlds, as well as more long-established practices such as sports 
betting, are examples that belie the pretence of a clean isolation of the two “worlds”). 
 
I do not intend to take the comparison of practices in physical and virtual (so-called) 
space too far in the context of this discussion, because virtual space is only space 
by virtue of the agreement to apply spatial metaphors to it and create applications 
that spatialize one’s experience of it4. Others have written intriguing papers on the 
philosophical and phenomenological consequences of the spatialization of the 
virtual / the virtualization of space, but my thesis relies on a distinction between the 
finite, located, material space of the city and the arbitrarily extensible and 
multipliable spatialized and non-spatialized digital interfaces that mediate urban 
physicality and society.  
 
There is certainly an institutional resistance to informal bottom-up appropriation of 
space in modern societies whose modernity is expressed by the top-down 
enforcement of the control of logos over physical space. The options in traditional 
urban practice are polarized. One is either included within the rule system of top-
down urban formation and avails of the benefits of the city, or one finds and takes 
opportunities for self-determination in the cracks between systems of control but is 
also excluded from the amenities and security of legitimate urban citizenship. The 
difference between self-organisation and communal formation in online communal 
platforms and the same processes in the favelas of the world’s cities is the 
provision, in the former, of a benign facilitating platform that enables, without unduly 
constraining, social construction of space. 
 
Kaspori’s (2003) open-source urbanism is an example of a transferral of the 
platform approach to the planning of the city. The idea of Light Urbanism, as 
promoted by Winy Maas (2000) among others, is low-impact and low-permanency 
urbanism in which fixed infrastructure, irreversible decisions and heavy expensive 
construction are avoided. Such an approach would require a minimum of structuring, 
                                                
4 Just as all virtual things have any characteristics only by virtue of a consensus to perceive them as if 
they had those characteristics. 
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investment and infrastructure provision and maintenance by the local authorities, 
which could be balanced out by a minimum of constraints imposed on the 
inhabitants of such a city. The Light Urbanism approach can lessen the division and 
polarisation of the realms of the planner and urban citizens, especially urban 
citizens inhabiting informal spaces in-between in the physical city. It just requires 
the dissolution of the presupposition of permanence in urban structures, and of the 
wish to subject physical urban structures to structures of control-as-restriction. That 
is the difference between official urban architecture and organically grown 
shantytowns, which must be periodically torn down to underscore this difference. 
 
The public space in which this type of urbanism unfolds is a territory that comes into 
being through the bringing together of a physical space and a digital network. Both 
the physical space and the digital network serve as platforms rather than as frames. 
A frame encloses and delimits. In terms of Glanville’s (2004a: 86) distinction 
between different types of control discussed in section 1.6, it controls practice by 
restricting it. In contrast, a platform supports and enables, controlling practice by 
regulating it. The places produced by mediated urban design, as exemplified by the 
fusedspace competition entries, tend to be seen as frames, which anticipate 
(predetermine) and accommodate (delimit) the actions of urban citizens (consumers) 
within these places. The practices of mediated urban life use digital networks as 
platforms upon which they construct social networks and modes of spatial practice. 
This distinction is indicative of the practices of urban design and urban life 
(mediated or not). The places that are designed as frames to actualise urban 
designers’ spatial strategies are also at the same time the spaces used as 
platforms for the tactics of urban citizens. 
 
These differing readings of urban space by different urban actors, dependent on 
whether they perceive space as a technology via which they exercise control or as 
a field that one interprets to construct one’s own life, may be definitive of the urban 
condition. The mirroring of plan and situated action proposed in an “experience 
design” theme park model of urban design is anti-urban. This disjunction in 
architectural intent (strategy) and user appropriation (tactics) is the territory within 
which urban processes unfold. Platforms allow for, and indeed create and protect, 
this gap, without subjecting it to the ordering hegemony of strategies. A platform 
only functions as a platform through the provision of sufficient affordance and the 
withholding of unnecessary control, sufficient transparency without undue specificity, 
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anticipation of generic requirements without preconceptions about applications. 
Approaches to the mediated city should conceive of the object of mediated urban 
planning and design as platforms as well as frames for mediated urban design and 
life, respectively. The social software and mediated communities already mentioned 
in the preceding section are platforms of this type. While a number of the urban 
design and urban planning projects analysed in sections 4.3 and 4.4, respectively, 
propose platform-like forums for public involvement (mostly as safely self-contained 
gestures within the project), these cursory initiatives are being outstripped by actual 
performative practice, in which Internet-based venues and mobile phone networks 
are being used as platforms upon which urban citizens are constructing modes of 
spatial practice that are not “functions” provided by these platforms but 
actualisations of some of the affordances of these platforms. Control-as-restriction 
planning paradigms that prevail in most cities in the developed world still present 
hurdles to the acceptance of giving formative potency to the open ended and 
communal processes that are based on such platforms. 
 
5.3.4. Representing the urban 
I initially established semiotics as a vocabulary that could unify different urban 
practices and different facets within practices. Within semiotic discourse, the 
different composite elements that make up the urban experience can be seen as 
representations. Hall (1997) defines representation as a process or medium 
through which meaning is created and reified. The creation of physical urban form 
and organisation, seen as a wellspring of meaning by urban semioticians, can 
easily be termed a process of representation in this sense. Although my 
understanding of the ways in which the urban is sustained as a process of creation 
and reification of meaning does not contradict Hall’s above definition of 
representation, my understanding of the city is not as a “given” thing that is then re-
presented through various media, but rather that the city is constituted by and 
inseparable from processes of urban meaning-making. That is to say, a city is 
presented by the many practices and processes of which it is constituted (and one 
can thus perceive it as being present). However, I see this sense as within the 
range of meanings that can be associated with representation, and will use 
“representation” (always implying the sense of the word just explained) rather than 
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some alternative term5, and unless specifically indicated otherwise, my use of the 
term in this thesis will always be in this sense. 
 
In sub-section 1.5.1, under the heading “digital semiotics”, I discussed how the 
language of representation has been applied to interfaces, but if an interface is a 
representation within which one acts (Laurel, 1991: 14-18), then cities deal with 
another type of representation than Laurel’s interface. Such statements as Laurel’s 
imply that an interface is a predefined and closed semiotic system (although from a 
functional point of view an interface is the opposite of self-contained), which is 
exactly what an urban entity cannot be. Urban entities exist only through contact 
and conversation with everything else in the city. Thus, this sense of an interface is 
not urban in character, urban situations cannot be reduced to this understanding of 
an interface, and a different understanding of an interface is needed to describe 
“urban interfaces”. 
 
The performative use of the mobile phone in the “mediated urban life” practices 
discussed in chapter 4, is a good example of a physical urban interface. It becomes 
urban through its use in the context of the city. The mobile phone is self-contained 
as a physical object but allows access to a system that is distributed, dynamic and 
embedded (enfolded) into the city. Neither the mobile phone itself nor the 
communications network in which it is enmeshed corresponds to Laurel’s idea of an 
interface as a context within which one acts. These technologies set up the 
possibility of certain modes of contact and interaction, but the interface is in no way 
contained in this technological system, and interface is not a quality or “function” of 
these things. The transformations of urban spatial practice associated with mobile 
phone use in the city discussed in section 4.2 have to do with urban citizens 
performatively composing the relations between this network and other networks in 
the city. 
 
A city is representation (in its sense as a verb rather than as a noun). To be 
immersed in the city is to be immersed in representation (not in a representation, 
but in processes of representation), to exist in a set of practices of making meaning 
                                                
5 Indeed, planning and design professionals use many types of “representations” (drawings, models, 
mock-ups, simulations) of things that do not exist yet in physical reality, as catalysts in the process of 
bringing these things into existence. In these cases, it is a (projective) idea about the (projected) 
physical thing that is being presented. In essence, I am proposing that this process is the same in non-
design urban practices. The city is constructed through / is constituted by the continued and iterative 
enunciation of ideas about the city. 
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through conversations (as opposed to inhabiting a preformed solidified structure of 
meaning). Urban representations are urban forms, and urban forms are always 
urban representations. The entangling of these two (urban forms as representations 
and representations as urban forms) creates a category of meta-public space of the 
city. Transferring Lynch’s definitions from the physical city to the digitally-mediated 
idea-space of the city, imageability takes on the meaning of creating abstracted 
representations of space to allow one to apprehend the city from a way not possible 
with the unmediated eye, while navigability of the physical space of the city and 
navigability of information become intertwined. 
 
Post-structuralism sees meaning as not inherent in things themselves but rather as 
related to the roles that things play in different “language games” applied to the 
world. Such language games work in tandem with action on the world, such that the 
physical and semiotic construction of reality are linked. In Hall’s (1997: 3) words, “It 
is our use of a pile of bricks and mortar which makes it a ‘house’; and what we feel, 
think or say about it that makes a ‘house’ a ‘home’.” What is interesting to me and 
relevant to this thesis is neither the material world in itself nor the symbolic 
signifying practices in themselves, but the way in which the two are intimately 
related in planning, design and life. Designers may see their profession as involving 
the intentional “attaching” of meaning to things and things to meanings. This 
presupposition is as evident in functionalist / rationalist (stereotypically “modernist”) 
as in semiotic / symbolic (stereotypically “postmodernist”) schools of thought on 
design. While each design that is enacted on the city can be termed an enunciation 
with which the designer represents their conception of an aspect of the city, the 
inhabitation and use of the designed urban place by an urban citizen is not a 
“reading” of the intention of the designer but a representation, by the urban citizen, 
of their own conception of the city. 
 
Meaning-making is always communal in nature, requiring at least two conversants, 
and perhaps a distinguishing characteristic of urban meaning making is that it 
transpires through very large scale conversations of heterogeneous groups of 
people, even if the actual construction of meaning out of these conversations is 
done by each individual conversant. Thus, as Hall (ibid:5-6) has written,  
“…representation is thought of as entering into the very constitution of things; and 
thus culture is conceptualized as a primary or ‘constitutive’ process, as important as 
the economic or material ‘base’ in shaping social subjects and historical events – 
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not merely as a reflection of the world after the event.” He has associated semiotics 
with the “poetics” of representation – how meaning is produced – whereas 
discourse deals with the “politics” of representation – its consequences.  The 
discursive approach is always situation-specific because it has to do with “regimes” 
within which meaning is represented6 in a specific context.  
 
The idea of places in the city as representations of the city is demonstrated in the 
mediated urban planning project Milan Visionary Variations, which makes true the 
metaphor of the DNA of a city. This same idea is implicit in many other examples 
from all three datasets. Different types of representation (used here in its verb form) 
are used in the different modes of practice. Conventional formative practice uses 
plans and designs as prescriptive representations of that which is to be formed, but 
this is not common to all formative practice, as situated actions may also be 
formative. The common process of representation in formative practice is the 
creation of a physical trace that becomes a representation of the process that 
formed it.  
 
It may be ambiguous whether the plan is a representation of the city or the city a 
representation of the plan. I would propose that representation, like control or 
conversation in the cybernetic sense related in section 1.6, is a cyclical, rather than 
linear, process that happens between two entities, rather than a characteristic of 
one of the entities or something done by one relative to the other. A city is made in 
the very act of representing, and represented in the act of making. The city and its 
many representations are thus mutually forming. Representation is to be 
understood as a process and not a type of thing. A city is generated out of the 
interaction of representations of the city, and representations of the city generate 
the city rather than depicting it as a “given”. 
 
5.3.5. Representation and power 
In the five mediated urban planning projects, representation is / representations are 
used as power mechanisms in two ways: they present the city (as a whole) by the 
                                                
6 I refer here to the representation of meaning rather than Foucault’s term of the production of 
meaning. My understanding is that meaning is produced by the individual rather than “out there” in 
the culture. However, it is arguable that the world view that is sanctioned within a society will 
influence the conventions by which meaning is represented in official or professional contexts, and 
societal pressure will encourage individuals to conform to what they (individually) conceive as the 
norm, although they can never truly be certain if their understanding of the norm is the same as 
others’. Conversation theory thus subverts discourse theory from within.  
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bias of the representer, and they constitute expert systems and processes that may 
allow others to access or “participate” but which remain within the control and 
ownership of the designer/planner. The performative practices of mediated urban 
life, on the other hand, appropriate generic systems and their neutral functionalities 
for specific non-intended needs. The creation of meaning happens in real-time and 
is distributed in the city and among all the participants, rather than within the 
program. The ends of the proprietary system are built into them, whereas the 
performative examples are feeling-out the possibilities and affordances of a medium 
and a system without a programme to predetermine a structure. 
 
The way the city is represented “to the computer” is very important in digitally 
mediated planning practices. Such representations are formulations of the problem 
in a way that the computer application can address them (and conversely the 
computer application is designed to be able to address problems in a certain way 
because of an ideological position). The representation to people, be they 
professionals or urban citizens, also takes different forms. Representation is always 
design. It always places itself between its observer and its object, selling itself by 
offering the observer the possibility of doing something more, or something other, 
with the object than one could in an unmediated state. It is necessary within the 
context of enabling a certain economy or practice. Representation sets up a 
surrogate for the thing itself that allows one to play at integrating the thing itself into 
the little world of the practice (and sometimes these practices make a pretence at 
being totalizing, of putting their representation of the thing in the place of the thing 
itself. That is the definition of hegemony). So a representation is a thing for the 
purpose of a practice, just as a persona is a person for the purpose of a practice. 
They are characters or costumes that are put on for the purpose of acting within a 
certain stage. But I have already contended that the city (or more precisely, the 
urban) is constructed through its representation. The city only becomes the city, 
and not just a material construction, a set of processes or a group of people, 
through its representation as such. The statement that the city is an environment 
characterised by and constituted from a density and variety of representations 
should be interpreted as taking in the physical space of the city, the processes that 
maintain the city and the conceptual spaces of discourses of the city in a sweeping 
gesture for which the distinction I have just made between different understandings 
of the city becomes irrelevant. 
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The city is a representational field - a representational context - within which things 
are represented in certain ways: monuments, wayfinding, addresses, typology, 
graffiti, demonstrations, social acts, spatial organization. Systems in the city also 
have their representations: phone books, zoning maps, etc. Each of these is a re-
presentation of the city within a different representational field with different ways of 
representing. The city is an almost infinitely large cluster of ideas with the same 
physical referent. 
 
Planning starts with the way planners represent the city to themselves and ends 
with their trying to actualize their view of the city, to fulfil the descriptive model of 
how cities work by using it as an instrument to make the city work in the way 
described by the model. But even in a totalitarian system, this doesn’t work 
completely, for the very reason that any plan is an abstraction and when imposed 
on the city the abstraction has much fewer dimensions than the actuality of the city. 
The blind spots between these two resolutions are exactly the places where 
everything non-planned or counter-plan can happen.  
 
Maps, telephone books, skateboards and cellular phone networks all enter into a 
cyclical relation of representation with the city. Each of these mediators implies a 
bias to the way a city is perceived and used, just as the city implies a bias to the 
way each of these mediators is perceived and used. Each digital system and 
network that is superimposed on the space of the city either spatially (as in a 
cellular phone network) or conceptually (as in a purported simulation of the city) 
sets up the possibility of new such relations, favouring new “readings” of the city 
(and of the digital system). 
 
The future of the mediated city can be told in terms of the ways in which new 
representational relations are established (either as planned by strategy or as 
appropriated through tactics) between people, space and modes of digital 
mediation in the city, and the consequences on how the city is conceived and made.  
 
5.3.6. Modes of mediated urban representation 
A culture can be defined as a group of people who share a common language. The 
use of language to delineate cultures or subcultures is present in all three of the 
realms of urban spatial practice. The formative languages of planning and design 
exclude those without specific professional knowledge. The language of 
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performative practice is psychogeographic, personal and private in nature, although 
the skateboard-mediated language of skateboarders, and analogous languages of 
other urban subcultures with their own modes of performative representation, are 
also shared secret languages for extracting meaning from the city. Informative 
languages, by nature, are those that by nature rely on widely-disseminated 
conventions to achieve maximum breadth of intelligibility within an intentionally 
narrow bandwidth of semiotic content.  
 
Szerszynski, Heim and Waterton (2004: 2-3) define practices as performative that 
exist only by virtue of being done. Performativity is not just to represent through 
situated action, but to bring about effects (in the process of representing). Borden 
(2003) uses the example of skateboarding to demonstrate the potential of 
performative urban practices to re-appropriate the city. In his words, “skateboarding 
reproduces architecture in its own measure, re-editing it as a series of surfaces, 
textures and micro-objects (and) points to the resurrection of the urban not as a 
product, but as a way of living”. Performative practice has its own modes of 
representation in this type of alternative reading of the city, but they are 
representations that exist only within the act of skateboarding and are perceptible 
only to the individual skateboarder and only while immersed in the act of skating. 
Performative representation is real-time updating and pertinent to the task at hand. 
It is not universal. It is by nature linked directly to the present reality of the city. It is 
certainly mediated. Users of mobile phones and the Internet represent through 
performative instantiations at points of contact, such as the practices discussed in 
Chapter 4.Analysis, as well as practices like flash mobs, location-based games and 
digital tagging. 
 
I contrast this notion of performative practice to what I term formative practice, 
which is practice that is intentionally organised to leave long-term traces, and which 
represents primarily through these traces and not through the action of formation. 
This is the traditional mode of practice for urban design, which aims at producing 
artefacts to exert specific effects. Places, in Certeau’s sense, are the territories of 
this practice. Formative representations are privileged not in that they describe the 
totality of the city (they don’t by a long shot), but that they determine the 
representative “field of projection” by which the city is conceived. The gaps in this 
are the dimensions by which a city is lived. 
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Performative representation is real-time and leaves no traces. Formative 
representation is time-delayed and is organized for the express purpose of leaving 
traces. Formative practice is a writing of the city. Performative practice is a 
negotiated reading of the city. Formative is privileged (and is most exemplarily 
practiced by governing classes). Performative is non-privileged (and is practiced by 
all urban citizens, but most exemplarily by subcultures and underclasses). In 
informative practice, the representation is there to allow accessing (or, as I have 
written above, addressing) of the city. 
 
I use a third term, informative practice, to refer to practice whose primary aim is not 
to produce new forms or spaces, but rather to produce representations that serve 
as a link or interface to urban space, to give urban citizens a “handle” on using 
urban space in a certain way. Phone books and road maps are common examples 
of representations used by such practices. Addressing systems, which will be 
discussed in more detail below, are systems of informative representation. The 
territories of this type of practice are pseudo-spaces. 
 
The fourth term in my series is (per)formative, which I am using to designate the 
type of practice outlined in the section “platforms for communal spatial production”, 
in which performative practices are linked to formative effects. The native territories 
of this type of practice are platforms. This type of practice is hinted-at in the 
mediated urban planning project Serve City and the mediated urban design 
proposal “Intensive Care (are there any sign of life yet?)”.  
 
The table in figure 5.14 analyses different examples from the practices of mediated 
urban life, design and planning in terms of their use of different representations and 
modes: formative, informative, performative and (per)formative. Each of these 
modes can be associated with a verb: formative – to design, informative – to 
address, performative – to navigate, (per)formative – to negotiate. Design is a type 
of strategizing in abstraction before an attack on an actuality that it wants to change. 
To address is to take something as it is and format it for use. To design is to have 
“designs” on something, to want to change it, to own it, to appropriate it. In the case 
of designing the city, the city may not exist previous to its design, but it is a concept 
that one wants to turn to one’s own ends through design. In contrast, addressing 
something does not change its physical constitution, but integrates it within a web of 
significances and relations to other things. 





Figure 5.14: modes of urban practice 
 
To navigate is to find one’s own path through a pre-existing reality, that does not 
propose a totalizing understanding or reading of the situation, but one of an infinity 
of equally valid ones. To negotiate, on the other hand, is to enter into a 
conversation7 with something, accepting that you will change (your position) in 
order to achieve an “understanding”. The term also recalls Gramsci’s (Sturken and 
Cartwright, 2001: 60) concept of “negotiated reading” of a text, with which he 
asserts that reading is never only the decoding of meaning placed into a text by the 
author, but that the construction of meaning is always a negotiation between the 
text and each individual reader. The difference between negotiation and navigation 
is that navigation takes the environment as a given, whereas negotiation supposes 
that both the person and the environment will change through the process (Cousins, 
1993). If in performative practice, the representation is a “negotiated reading” of the 
city, then (per)formative practice is a “negotiated writing”. 
 
5.3.7. Mediation 
Most of the mediated urban design proposals from the fusedspace competition are 
mediators in the common language sense that they propose interfaces promising 
access to digital functionality and experiences. All of the five mediated urban 
planning projects use digital technologies to create an abstracted pseudo-space 
within which plans are made in order to then enact them on the physical city. In this 
sense, most of the projects do not question the fundamental territory of planning 
and planners, nor do they make moves to dissolve the barrier of professional 
                                                
7 I use conversation her precisely in the sense of Pask’s Conversation Theory, as a recursive process 
in which partners achieve a sense of shared meaning through a process of adjustment through 
communication. 
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privilege. The Knowbotic Research project 10_dencies takes a stance against 
planning privilege, but as a counterpoint to planning practice rather than subversion 
from within. In this sense, digital technology is not used as a mediator between the 
virtual territory of the plan and the physical territory of the city at all in these 
proposals. In all cases, a virtual space is cleared and nominated as the jurisdiction 
of the “mediated” planning practice that is being established, but a clear division is 
maintained between these pseudo-spaces and the physical space of the city. The 
mediating role between plan and reality is still played by the planning professionals. 
If imagination regarding the potentials of digital technologies in the mediated urban 
planning projects was concentrated on applications by which professionals and 
authorities maintain ownership and control of access of the planning process, the 
concentration of creativity in the mediated urban design projects was on the 
physical and experiential aspects of the point of interface between the public and 
the system. These approaches reproduce the accustomed responsibilities of urban 
planners and urban designers. 
 
Mediation, whether by digital technologies or by human agents, is never transparent 
or unbiased. The role of the mediator is not a neutral one. If it were, then there 
would be no need to speak of mediation. A generic scripting of mediators could see 
them acting as enforcers in formative practice, interpreters in informative practice, 
guides in performative practice and negotiators in (per)formative practice. A 
distinction can be made between urban semiotic relations that are mediated 
through representations (maps in informative practice, plans in formative practice) 
and those that are represented through mediators (skateboards and mobile phones 
in performative practice). The distinction is that between a static and dynamic 
representation, between a fixed and a participatory representation. 
 
5.3.8. Power relations in the mediated city 
In the previous chapter, I associated Certeau’s concept of place-making strategies 
with urban design and planning, and his idea of space-making tactics with urban life. 
To complete the categorisation of territorialisation moves in the different practices 
studied in this research, to the places of mediated urban design and the spaces of 
mediated urban life I add the category of pseudo-spaces of mediated urban 
planning, referring to the abstracted representations of the city that serve as 
surrogates for the city in planning practice. 
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In Certeau’s (1984: 118) words “places are defined by ‘being there’ of something 
dead. Spaces are defined by ‘operations’ of ‘historical subjects’”. But anything that 
is ‘being there’ is there as the result of previous ‘operations’, namely – in the case 
of human-made contexts like the city – designing and construction, so one could 
reformulate this distinction as: “places are defined by the traces of past operations. 
Spaces are defined by the performance of present operations”. Pseudo-spaces, in 
the sense I have introduced above, are defined by the projection of future 
operations. 
 
I identify two branches of territorialisation practices (two ways of “clearing” a space 
within which strategies and tactics can unfold) in the mediated city. These are 
creating a virtual territory and formatting a physical territory. The distinction is that 
between the creation of virtual territories and the territorialisation of physical space 
by digital means. I have argued that the creation of pseudo-spaces for the rehearsal 
of strategies for forming physical urban space is typically a top-down move8, not 
because the pseudo-space itself implies this type or organisation or control (as has 
been mentioned, online platforms are rife with bottom-up organised communities) 
but because of the influence and resources that have to be mustered to impose the 
plans generated in these spaces onto the city. 
 
The strategy applied in the five mediated urban planning projects is to abstract an 
interpretation of the city based on one’s ideological position, build a pseudo-space 
based on this interpretation, develop plans within this pseudo-space and then 
impose these plans upon the city. The digital construct is a model of the physical 
city on which designs on the city can be developed and rehearsed. The authority of 
the model implicitly lends authority to the measures developed within it. In mediated 
urban life, the digital system does not attain the status of a pseudo-space. It is only 
ever spatialized by its superimposition in real-time onto the physical space of the 
city. It serves to attain utility rather than authority, and thus justifies itself not by a 
supposed isomorphism with the city like a model, but by its non-congruence with 
the city upon which it is imposed, and the alternative level of spatial practice that it 
thus enables. The relationship between the physical and the virtual is indexical but 
not isomorphic. That is to say that the digital system allows a different logic and 
structure of addressing the same physical city. 
                                                
8 Although the actual rehearsals that take place in these places is bottom-up (tactics), such as the 
modes of free expression and sexual liberation that are being tested-out in online venues within 
Chinese society. 
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The economy that governs a number of the projects studied is that of manufacture 
and consumption. The former is the creation of experiences, the latter is the 
passive reception thereof. In such an economy, the urban is reduced to a message 
with a sender and a receiver: a primitive and long-surpassed view of semiotic 
exchange. A place (as opposed to space) falls into this category. The fusedspace 
examples at the level of urban design fall into this. The sense of manufacture of 
space in the production/consumption exchange economy is different than 
LeFebvre’s concept of social and political spatial production. The actual social 
production of space is short-circuited by truncating all action into (again, so-called) 
“interaction”. It is constrained within “functionality” rather than enabled through 
open-ended “affordance”. In consuming place as a finished product, one abdicates 
one’s potential to produce space. This approach reflects itself in some the actions 
of actors in all three of the mediated urban practices. 
 
The respective goals of formative and performative practice can be named making 
and achieving, respectively: the former term refers to contributing to the creation of 
constraints, the latter to the overcoming of constraints. Or, put another way, the 
creation of context as a goal and the navigation within a context to achieve a goal. 
This corresponds to the distinction between formative and performative practice. 
Formative action makes environment, i.e. is allowed to contribute to the constraints 
within which all subsequent actions must operate, or becomes part of the enabling 
framework upon which all following actions can rely. Making is a specific kind of 
achieving, that leaves traces that become part of the consensual world of all. 
Strategies make and tactics achieve. Making truths in the consensual world is the 
realm of privilege and power. Performative acts like skateboarding may make 
personal truths, or reconfirm sub-cultural truths, but do not make one’s own truth 
into a component of the reality (the frame) that all people practice within. Physical 
form is traditionally the object of making in the city, because that is historically the 
most direct way in which constraints can be set, landmarks established, power 
visualized. The making of urban form requires more than a plan. It needs the 
jurisdiction to decree, a knowledge structure by which to plan, a planning paradigm, 
an overview of the whole urban system, the power to coerce and enforce, the 
money to fund, etc. The digital level allows traces to be left, and truths to be made, 
that circumvent control structures in the physical world. Virtual “tagging” is an 
example of an existing practice that takes advantage of this. 
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Design is never a totalizing regime of truth. It is at most a player in a regime of truth. 
A city has perhaps in the past resisted becoming a concretization of a regime of 
truth9. De facto, territories have been defined in cities as to who owns what, who 
makes truth where, and these are not territories in terms of spatial zones, but rather 
in terms of dimensions and scales. 
 
The technologies involved in the approaches in the different realms enforce the 
power structure and ownership of the planning process. The proprietary 
technologies with self-contained systems and programs used by the five mediated 
urban planning projects exclude the uninitiated through their specificity and 
complexity, and the interfaces with which one accesses these systems are also 
specific and controlled. On the other hand, the “people’s technologies” of the cell 
phone and the Internet (through the personal computer), used in mediated urban 
life, popularise access to the functionalities of open and generic systems. The 
physical interface itself, which forms the unspoken background in mediated urban 
life and mediated urban planning and is thus all the more influential in forming these 
practices, comes to the forefront as an object of design at the level of mediated 
urban design. To a certain extent, the power relations implied by the various 
fusedspace entries can be prosaically read from the physical elements of the 
system and their relation to the city. Those proposing architectural structures and 
public infrastructure measures fall under the corresponding administrative and 
economic controls. Others piggyback onto existing guerrilla urban tactics like graffiti 
or skateboarding to squeeze into the spaces between structures of control. 
However, the digital dimension of power structures should not be discounted, and 
there are projects in this dataset in which digital mediation is used to endow 
conventional-seeming physical places with the potential to allow urban citizens to 
subvert urban control structures, as well as others that apply digital mediation to 
bring performative practices under the influence of invisible control mechanisms. 
“Transitions” could be seen as an example of the former and “Scentimental Space” 
of the latter10. 
 
                                                
9 Although totalitarian regimes like that of Romania’s Ceaucescu, and recent movements like the 
New Urbanism aim at maximising the dimensions of top-down control of the articulation of urban 
form and urban society, albeit by different strategies. 
10 These projects are discussed in subsection 4.4.2. 
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Representation theory also contains an element of a theory of power, and how a 
city is represented is a reflection of power structures in the city. In each of the five 
urban planning examples, the digital representation serves to externalize and 
instrumentalize a certain conceptualisation of the city to give it credibility. If such 
systems were to be implemented to determine built reality, they would correspond 
to Foucault’s (1977) remark on the ability of knowledge attached to power 
structures, to make itself true (ibid: 27). By contrast, the technologies of mediated 
urban life (most commonly mobile phone networks and the Internet) are 
superimposed onto the city in a very different way that does not pretend to or 
require that it be congruent to, or even mappable onto, the physical city, or even the 
same dimensions as the physical city. They do not propose a holistic prescriptive or 
descriptive model of the city, as formative and informative practice do, respectively. 
 
5.4. Discussion and framework conclusion 
All of the digitally-mediated urban practices discussed in this thesis have in 
common that they are enacted simultaneously in the physical territory of the 
material city and virtual digitally-enabled territories such as networks and domains. 
Though they can be described as taking place simultaneously in these two types of 
territories, this research focuses on the aspect of digital urban practices that can be 
said to take place between physical and virtual territories – urban moves that 
consist in strategies and tactics for the ways digitally mediated networks and 
physical urban spaces are linked and manipulated in relation to one another. 
 
The mediated city is characterised by spatial relations that are not static, forms of 
organisation that are non-permanent and relations, in space and otherwise, that are 
virtual. The cartography of such cities challenges the limits of conventional forms of 
urban mapping. The diagrams of the digital city shown in this chapter, as a cyclical 
process and as a positioning map of approaches, capture some dimensions of 
mediated urbanism and may hint at types of new cartographies for the 
understanding of such urban entities. There is a growing relevance of seeing the 
digital dimension of the city as an aspect of urban public space.  
 
The territory created by the fusing of physical and virtual modes of practice is the 
realm within which the three modes of urban spatial practice (mediated urban life, 
mediated urban design and mediated urban planning) are enacted, interact with 
one another and exert their influence on the city through their different protocols of 
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representation. Urban space is always representation, and I have argued that the 
representations used in all modes of urban spatial practice are in themselves 
spaces of the city. The physical / virtual continuum of social space is opened up 
through the unifying concept of representation. This is not a social space that can 
be delimited by a material frame, but it is a highly relevant context for the 
establishment of platforms upon which performative material and social structures 
of urban life can be negotiated. The negotiation that characterises (per)formative 
urban spatial practice is an approach to practice in the mediated city that can span 
between different language games and practices. 
 
In section 5.2 of this chapter, I have applied two cartographic approaches to 
generate visual analyses of the variety of modes of digitally mediated urban spatial 
practice: one convention which maps each of the projects and practices 
represented in the datasets in terms of its position and dynamic within the idea-
space of the mediated city, and another which diagrams each case as a variant on 
the iterative “urban cycle” by which I conceptualise the city as a process of constant 
becoming, consisting of the four phases of design, build, inhabit and reflect. 
 
Section 5.3 builds up a seven-point conceptual model of the mediated city as an 
urban situation in which: 
 
• (5.3.1) Spatial meaning is constructed epiphenomenally through the 
performative social use of digital networks superimposed on the physical 
space of the city; 
• (5.3.2) Different relationships between physical space and digital networks 
are composed by urban actors to either retain or subvert traditional modes 
of spatial practice, according to the actors’ intentions; 
• (5.3.3) Digital networks supporting platforms for communal spatial 
production are the new public spaces of the city; 
• (5.3.4) Digitally-mediated processes of representation of the city take on a 
productive role in the continuous generation of the city; 
• (5.3.5) Boundaries between the purviews of different realms of urban 
practices are constantly renegotiated, enabling (per)formative urban spatial 
practice, in which performative acts of mediated urban life are linked with 
the formative potency traditionally reserved for urban design and urban 
planning; 
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• (5.3.6) Choices of different approaches to mediation of urban spatial 
practice enable new ways of perceiving and conceiving the city, adding to 
the range of ways in which the question of the city can be understood and 
represented; 
• (5.3.7) Power relations in the city are reconstituted, as the pretence at 
control-as-restriction of the increasingly transcomputable mediated city 
becomes less tenable and the locus of possible control of the city, once 
anchored in physical space, becomes indeterminate. Virtual pseudo-spaces 
are used by all modes of urban actors for rehearsal of practices that are 
later enacted in physical space. 
 
This conceptualisation is both analytic and projective, identifying themes by which 
current mediated urban spatial practice may be understood, as well as proposing 
dimensions by which future development of digital cities can be tracked. 
 
In this chapter I have established a generic description and conceptual elaboration 
of an emerging cultural artefact – the mediated city. The structures and terminology 
arrived at are general by nature, in that they are describing the commonalities of a 
broad class of things, the individual instantiations of which will take widely varying 
forms under different social, political, economic, cultural, ideological, historical and 
other circumstances in different cities around the world. The intention of the 
following chapter is to give graspable form to mediated urbanism in the form of 
speculations within the narrower context of 21st century Chinese cities, including a 
near-future scenario centring on the integration of members of China’s migrant 
“floating population” into the cities where they work itinerantly.  
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6.1. Introduction 
In the preceding chapters I have used grounded theory to develop an 
understanding of the program of the mediated city. The integrity of this 
understanding is based on internal coherence and grounding in the data collected 
from the observed situation. These qualities continue to serve as criteria in this 
chapter, in the illustration of mediated digital urbanism through the articulation of a 
potential instantiation of this program as a set of mediated urban spatial practices in 
a specific situation: the 21st century Chinese city. 
 
The initial impetus for this research was my curiosity regarding the implications of 
the cross-fertilization of two prominent processes in China’s current development: 
urbanization and informatization. This developed into an enquiry regarding the 
nature of the mediated city. The past chapters have presented the results of my 
endeavor to conceptualize and represent this cultural artifact through applying 
grounded theory methodology to existing practices and proposals relevant to this 
topic, on a wide range of urban situations and cultural contexts, with differing 
aspirations and implications. As an outcome of this process, in the preceding 
chapter I have proposed a conceptual framework for understanding different 
mediated urban spatial practices within a program (in de Certeau’s sense of a set of 
related and intertwined practices), which I name “the mediated city”. 
 
I approach the mediated city not as a thing but as a concept, without tangible 
existence independent of the many individual practices that it subsumes. While this 
idea speaks of commonalities between these practices, it is a framework for 
understanding practice, not prescribing practice. It cannot, on its own, serve as a 
basis for deriving a specific mediated urban practice. Mediated urbanism is only 
ever manifested as a specific instantiation within a given situation. This chapter 
brings the insights garnered from this research back to bear on the culturally, 
temporally and spatially situated context from which I drew the original inspiration 
for the research. It begins by drawing connections between my conceptualization of 
mediated urbanism and the historical development of China’s cities. I then illustrate 
the process of development of ideas for specific applications in this context with 
discussions of three approaches that I defined at different points within the process 
of exploration. I end the chapter with a scenario comprising a number of 
hypothetical interrelated practices that exemplify possible near-future developments 
in mediated Chinese urban spatial practice, addressing the last of the three 
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purposes of this study as enumerated in the introduction: to extrapolate a near 
future scenario for the continued development of the digital mediation of urban 
spatial practice in the Chinese urban context. 
 
6.2. Apologia for a mediated Chinese urbanism 
During China’s distinctly anti-urban Cultural Revolution, the population of the 
nation’s cities decreased and the practice of urban planning halted. In the recent 
shift of focus towards urbanization in China since the beginning of the reform era in 
1978, planners have adopted Western notions and patterns of urbanization for 
Chinese cities, from the ‘downtown’ skyline of iconic ‘tower in the park’ skyscrapers 
as a symbol of the modern city to the suburban subdivision of single family homes 
to the concepts of zoning and top-down planning. While it is perhaps 
understandable that this internationally most widespread, institutionalised and 
mature model of urban planning has been adopted by a nation trying to catch-up 
with the cities of the West by emulating them, these imported 20th century European 
and American notions of city-making are in many ways perhaps not the most 
appropriate for the drastically different cultural and historical context of 21st century 
China. 
 
I position the projects and scenario presented in this chapter within the immense 
and multifaceted endeavour of defining a 21st century Chinese urbanism, 
concentrating on issues of the mediation of urban spatial practice within this context. 
This section identifies factors that could contribute to the formulation of appropriate 
applications of this concept to cities in present-day China. Through the juxtaposition 
of ideas and themes from the discourse and practice of ‘mediated urbanism’ with 
aspects of traditional Chinese urbanism and issues arising from China’s current 
urbanisation drive, the following paragraphs propose specific niches and measures 
with which the integration of digital practice and urban design could contribute to 
the definition and realisation of a new generation of cities on the historically unique 
terms and conditions of 21st century Chinese urbanism. 
 
6.2.1. City and social space 
The classical European concept of urban space as an architectural composition that 
provides a stage and frame for public life stands in contrast to the historical Asian 
city, in which unnamed streets and unarticulated non-durable buildings were (and in 
some Asian cultures still are) the background for the patterns of interaction in urban 
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civic life (Shelton, 1999; Zhu, 2004). Thus, traditional Asian urban space can be 
said to be socially constructed rather than architecturally framed. Against Lynch’s 
articulation of the ‘urban fabric’ as the continuum of physical spaces and forms that 
constitute the city and make it ‘readable’, one could set an Asian counterpoint of 
‘urban fabric’ as the web of interpersonal interactions and communications for 
which the streets and buildings of the city provide support and affordance, implying 
an approach to urban design in which the physical form and organization of the city 
is not permanent and rigid, but rather adaptive and responsive to patterns of social 
interaction. 
 
A connection between digital networks and the Western concept of an urban fabric 
is neither obvious nor direct. However, such networks can cogently be described as 
an extension of the urban fabric in terms of the latter, Asian, definition as a web of 
interpersonal communication. Townsend (2000) and others have described 
communications networks as media and venues for urban social life, which affect 
physical spatial practice and social interaction in cities. This theme seems to offer a 
link between digital communications technologies and the physical space of the city, 
and between ideas of mediated urbanism and the specific Chinese cultural context 
of the project. 
 
Perhaps because of the primacy of social interaction over built materiality in the 
historical Asian city, writers have pointed out that Asian cultures tend to conceive of 
the city as a process of perpetual becoming rather than as a finished physical 
construct (Friedmann, 2005). While the city persists, the individual structures, 
places and relations that constitute it are not permanent. This idea of a city as a 
singularity through which matter and energy pass, defined by existential persistence 
rather than structural or material persistence evokes recent writings that describe 
cities in terms of material and informational flows (Castells, 1991; Landa, 1997). 
 
In one potential application for present-day Chinese cities, one could foresee the 
linking of social software (including digital communications networks) and design 
support applications (including generative design programs) to allow real-time 
information on patterns of social interaction to flow into the design process – a 
process that would by nature be as long as the life of the city, making constant 
adjustments to the malleable physical fabric of the city to react to the urban area’s 
changing social fabric. 
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6.2.2. City and location 
The geomantic system of feng shui played a central role in the siting and 
organization of built structures of all scales throughout Chinese history, including 
cities. Feng shui sees any site as imbued with forces of li (reason or principle) and 
qi (energy or flow), and the divination of these forces plays an important role in 
beliefs regarding the form and disposition of elements and actions in space. Feng 
shui is not of interest to me per se, but rather as an idea of set of virtual forces 
implicit in the physical site, accompanied by a code for deriving formal and spatial 
relations of built structures from these forces. While not negating or contradicting 
the role of functional, compositional or economic factors in urban design, such a 
conception provides a site-specific bias for channelling the influence of these 
factors and giving each instance a locational specificity that could be seen as an 
aspect of its genius loci. The range of computer and digital communications 
hardware and software known collectively as ‘locative technologies’, including GIS 
and GPS systems, support the acquisition and proliferation of information related to 
one’s geographical context and one’s place within it, while ‘grounded computing’ 
links interaction to location (Dourish, 2001; McCullough, 2004). Possible 
applications could make use of this information in support of design tools and 
processes. 
 
Zhu (2004) has described the form and layout of classical Chinese cities as 
determined by the modification of a generic type to respond to the specific location, 
terrain, climate and other factors of the city’s intended site. This corresponds 
closely to the principles of what is currently termed ‘parametric design’ in which 
shared typological characteristics are codified in a way that allows structured 
alteration to produce variations on the type1. Developments in mass customisation 
technology support the manufacture of elements thus designed. 
 
The use of physical markers to ‘commemorate’ (often fictional or legendary) events, 
people or even abstract ideas not necessarily associated with the place thus 
‘marked’, is a typical practice in Chinese parks and gardens – indicating “this is the 
place to contemplate this” rather than “this happened here” (E. Wear, personal 
communication, October 3, 2005). One can compare this phenomenon to the 
                                                
1 The Roman camp is an example of this approach in the West, as indeed are modern temporary 
military encampments. 
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digitally-supported practices collectively called ‘spatial annotation’, by which 
information can be attached to a place to be retrieved by others who visit the place. 
In this case, any individual can put up a virtual ‘marker’ or ‘tag’ linking a story or 
information to a place. 
 
The recent call for the designation of 20 cities per year in China on formerly rural 
land certainly raises the question of how such mass-produced functionalist cities-
without-a-history can be imbued with an innate spirit and specificity. I believe the 
above-mentioned approaches could provide cues for strategies to mitigate this 
problem. 
 
6.2.3. Light, open-source mediated urbanism 
There is a growing degree of residential mobility at all income levels in China today 
facilitated by many interacting factors such as the relaxing of the hukou (household 
registration) laws, which has created a floating population of a hundred million 
people migrating cyclically between city and rural areas; and the increase in 
disposable income amongst China’s growing middle class. China’s property market 
is changing rapidly, with the emergence of a dual (capitalist/socialist) property 
market and the spread of informal (illegal) construction that fills a niche not 
otherwise served. Parallel to this, land-use models are becoming more complex 
and intertwined, with an increasing intermingling of urban and rural uses, 
agricultural and manufacturing. 
 
These developments indicate a need for urban forms and processes that work with 
ambiguity and informality and short-term land uses and land-use rights and allow 
for sustainable, shifting and hybrid land-use models. This implies a ‘light’ and 
flexible use of land designated for urbanization, such as the idea outlined by Winy 
Maas (2000) in the concept of ‘Light Urbanism’, in which he suggests the cyclical 
re-definition of the use and built form of urban areas. Conceptual projects by the 
likes of Cedric Price (Hardingham and Price, 2003) and Archigram (Cook, et al, 
1972) from as early as the 1960s envisioned specific situated manifestations for 
urbanism on this model. There are both implicit and explicit relations between light 
urbanism and digital communications technologies. Cellular phones and wifi 
networks are enabling factors in the freeing up of built form from the infrastructural 
shackles that tie it down to its site and anchor it into an array of planning 
dependencies. Implicitly, though, digital planning tools and social software can 
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support the planning and inhabitation of cities conceived on this model, as partly 
articulated above.  
 
One possible aspect of such a tool is hinted-at in Dennis Kaspori’s idea of ‘open 
source urbanism’, essentially a restatement of the participatory design ethos for 
urban environments, with an obvious debt to practices in software programming 
(Kaspori, 2003). Like Maas, Kaspori also argues for the abolition of permanent 
infrastructure of the city to allow for maximum individual freedom. Also like Maas, 
Kaspori’s ideas rests on a radical urbanistic idea from the 1960s, in this case the 
idea of “Non Plan” (Banham, Barker, Hall and Price, 1969), that proposed the 
withdrawal of official systems of control over built form to allow the emergence of a 
populist urbanism by the people and on their own terms. The implication of open 
source urbanism is a different sense of the city as collaborative project. Whereas 
any city is a collage of separate private and public initiatives within the strictures set 
by planners, a truly ‘open-source’ city would allow and welcome interventions at any 
level from any stakeholder. 
 
The above findings have led me to a conception of a multi-modal integration of 
digital technologies in the pursuit of urban design, in which social software, locative 
technologies, design support applications, spatial annotation systems will likely form 
a hybrid system supporting the ongoing design of cities, not as completed products, 
but as perpetual processes of becoming. 
 
6.3. Trial approaches 
I began this research with the intention of doing a PhD by project, so an ongoing 
thread of my process for the first three years or so was the search for an 
appropriate way to write the design brief and thus frame the problem of designing a 
mediated urban space; as well as seeking to define a context within which the 
project could be defined. The three approaches that follow represent three points in 
the process at which I made an attempt at such a definition of either the design 
problem, the design context, or both, and produced a relatively articulate 
presentation of an approach to the mediated city. 
 
Viewed in retrospect, these approaches form a dataset in their own right, that allow 
for critical reflection and comparison. On the following pages, I describe these three 
APPROACHES TO THE MEDIATED CITY 
 204
approaches and discuss them in terms of some of the criteria of mediated urbanism 
that I have established.  
 
6.3.1. Social Channels (fusedspace entry) 
Date: 2004 
 
This approach was formulated in the first months of my PhD studies as an entry to 
the already discussed fusedspace competition. At that point in time, I had not begun 
to delve into the readings that would inform the formation of the theoretical 
framework delineated above, so this can be seen as an instinctive, rather than 
informed, approach to the future of digital mediation of urban spatial practice. 
 
Urban Morphogenesis Background 
The urban fabric of Hong Kong is an ultra-dense weave, characterised by a paucity 
of space and a richness of connectivity. The city has some of the most cramped 
and expensive residential and commercial real estate in the world, and is intensely 
networked at all scales; at the district scale by webs of pedestrian bridges and 
underpasses, at the city scale by one of the world’s most efficient and effective 
public transportation networks, and at the global level as one of the world’s top-tier 
air travel hubs. Hong Kong is also intensely digitally networked. It has one of the 
world’s highest broadband penetrations (81% in 2008) (Ho, 2008) and highest 
percentages of wi-fi coverage by area. By June, 2009, the Hong Kong municipal 
government had activated free wi-fi networks at 350 public facilities.  
 
The government – the principal landowner in Hong Kong – grants long-term leases 
to developers. This complicates the distinction between private and public space. 
B.S. Tang (2008) links the stingy and worsening provision of public space in Hong 
Kong to several factors, including governmental desire to maximise profitability by 
drawing lease revenue from as much land as possible. By far the most generous 
and most frequented “public” spaces of the city are inside of shopping centres and 
other private developments2. These venues are also the typically the sites of wi-fi 
hotspots – a digital extension of the privately controlled pseudo public spaces 
“inhabited” by the highly connected citizens of Hong Kong. 
 
                                                
2 I have earlier discussed Sorkin’s (1992) apprehension on the consequences of the privatisation of 
public space. 
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Description 
My submission to the fusedspace competition is sited in Hong Kong. In the 
submission, I proposed that urban citizens live their lives in a way characterised by 
a “social overload”, which inures them to social space, analogous to the 
“information overload” by which we numb our information receptors and reduce 
information to a background of white noise. I wanted to explore whether digital 
communication technologies could be used to mitigate, rather than exacerbate, this 
overload, helping us to construct an urban life without “social smog”. There is no 
necessary correlation between affinity of interests and spatial proximity. Social 
groups are trans-urban or even global in the actual physical locations of their 
members. In view of this, I also intended that my proposal would apply digital 
communication technologies to offer a way to give people constant contact with 
those within their social group, regardless of whether they are near or far, known or 




Figure 6.1: Social Channels – Networks of local, citywide and global reach 
 
The proposal foresees an alternative use of digital communications bandwidth to 
suffuse the space of the city with a multitude of concurrent but non-interfering 
always-on experiential “channels”. Unlike radio or television, these would be 
channels of many-to-many communication rather than one-to-many broadcasting. 
Thus the social space of the city could be conceived as being mapped in three 
dimensions, with bandwidth imposed as a third dimension on the 2D city map. The 
system would be supported by receiving-transmitting cells and interfaces to the 
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system carried or worn on the body or located in public or private spaces in the city. 
People would participate in the layers of their choice via a diverse range of these 
sender-receiver interfaces. One might choose to be “tuned-in” to more than one 
channel at once. Each person’s selection or collection of channels would most 
probably be unique. 
 
Blanket-coverage of a city would be offered by local providers catering to 
mainstream interests or broadly-defined social groups. Small operators (or even 
pirate operators) catering to niche groups could operate single cells, which would 
anchor the social space of that group geographically in the city. Some channels, 
provided by governmental or social bodies, would be free and open to all. Other 
channels would be accessible by subscription, invitation, privilege or chance. Some 
networks would be regional or global in their reach, allowing constant contact with 




Figure 6.2: Social Channels – Interface types 
 
The proposal is not a design but a suggestion for a type of system that could 
redefine the way that a broad range of designed objects and environments are 
perceived and used, as well as reframing the criteria and possibilities that will be 
considered in their design. New personal electronic devices or adaptations of 
existing personal electronic devices, such as PDAs or mobile phones, would be the 
most conventional interfaces. They could be left on “lookout mode” to alert one of 
the proximity, direction and identity of other subscribers to the social space in 
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question. They could be set to constantly “broadcast” specific messages or queries 
to fellow social group members or to “scan” for certain message contents being 
broadcast by others. 
 
These same functions could be integrated into a new generation of clothing and 
accessories, perpetuating the role of fashion in signalling one’s membership in a 
given social group and broadcasting other messages about one’s predilections and 
personality. This class of interfaces allows much more intimate, subtle and 
immediate modes of input and output. Variations in temperature, movement, motion, 
moisture and vibration could all be read from the wearer. Current technology would 
allow clothing to use these same very visceral modes in relaying messages from 




Figure 6.3: Social Channels – Physical social space with three superimposed social 
channels 
 
The wiring of public or private spaces to serve as interfaces within this system 
would allow spatially fixed and limited social spaces to have influence and flexibility 
beyond their brick-and-mortar bounds. One could “switch” one’s apartment to make 
it an extension of public space, choosing which channel of public space one wants 
to attach to at any given time. Traditional social gathering spots like cafes and 
bookshops could extend their social reach beyond their walls with channels of 
social space that would allow interactions between on-site activities and activities 
and individuals in the city at large. Brand-name shops could extend their brand 
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penetration by offering customers participation in branded social experiences 
mediated from their storefront shop. Wired personal and public transportation 
vehicles could function similarly. As one moves through the city in one’s vehicle, 
one would not be cut off from the city, but would sense and participate in the 
patchwork of social geographies through which one passes (for the social channels 
which one decides to leave “turned on”). 
 
Discussion 
Each interface mentioned above would not be a fixed type, but rather the starting 
point for the designing of a range of possible user experiences by designers in 
practically every currently existing sub-discipline of the design field, as well as not-
yet-defined future design disciplines. The modes of input and output mentioned 
above are indicative and necessarily non-specific. As web designers, product 
designers, architects, interior designers and fashion designers explore the 
possibilities of this new design context, the evolving history of these artifacts could 
be expected to inspire constant extension of our understanding of how social space 
is expressed and experienced. 
 
In fact, in surveying the fusedspace entries, I surmised that many of them could be 
slightly adapted as potential applications within the system I outline above. I had 
defined a platform rather than a frame. My proposal was for a treatment of space 
that could receive and link a wide variety of mediated urban entities rather than for 
an identifiable, site-specific and contained urban place. This indicates a potential 
weakness of my proposal relative to those nominated for the shortlist, within the 
unspoken urban design-related presupposition of the competition participants and 
adjudicators. 
 
Thus, the fusedspace entry ‘Social Channels”, done at the very beginning of this 
course of research was influenced strongly by the most obvious impressions of the 
use of digital technologies in urban spatial practice in Hong Kong, in which the use 
of mobile phones in public is more prevalent than probably any other city in the 
world. A good proportion of the people nominally occupying physical public space 
are actually psychologically immersed in mobile telephoning, sms composing, 
playing electronic games, surfing the Internet or consulting their PDA. My project is 
in one sense a non-judgemental extrapolation of this trend into the future. 
Reconsidered in the context of the other proposals and with hindsight knowledge of 
how my theoretical position and formulation of the theme of digitally-mediated urban 
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spatial practice has coalesced, the conventional preconceptions embodied in this 
scenario become apparent. It is essentially a variant and extension of the paradigm 
of the cellular phone, PDA or wireless laptop – a piece of personal electronic 
technology that grants one access to a communications (and, by the typical 
extension, navigational) system. The implicit preconception was that what would be 
offered is a system that could be used to navigate the city in various ways. The 
perceived added value was that of accumulation of functions out of which would 
emerge a social pseudo-space. In terms of the taxonomy established in the 
preceding section, it could be seen as facilitating the linking of performative and 
informative practice. The strategies and tactics by which the channels are set up 
and inhabited would not be fundamentally different than those that exist in 
contemporary digital networks. However, the increased range of functions and 
interfaces was intended to open up a broader space within which a variety of 
practices could be performed. Though it was intended to support spatial practice, 
the description is from the point of view of the functionality of the system. It is a 
service to be consumed. Though such a system could be appropriated by its users 
in ways analogous to the ways the core functionality of cellular phones is 
transcended in location-based games or real-time navigation, I did not initially 
present the proposal in a way that explores these dimensions. 
 
6.3.2. Shenzhen Olympic New Town Competition 
Date: 2005 
 
I proposed this approach to the mediated city at an intermediate stage of my 
studies, at a time when I still planned that my research would lead to a PhD by 
project. It was to have been the beginning of the definition of the project that would 
have been the proving ground and application for the theories I had been 
constructing up to that point.  
 
Urban Morphogenesis Background 
Until 1980 Shenzhen, a strip of territory along the Chinese mainland’s border with 
Hong Kong, was a rural area of farms and fishing villages with a population of under 
30,000. In that year, it was designated as China’s first Special Economic Zone 
(SEZ), and granted exceptional economic privileges to develop a market economy, 
attract foreign investment and encourage development in the areas of technology 
and management. In the 29 years since then, Shenzhen has grown to become a 
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megalopolis with China’s highest GDP, highest growth rate, and an official 
population of 9 million (and a likely actual population of several million more, 
including the unregistered floating population). 
 
Longgan County wraps around municipal Shenzhen to the north and east. This 
area lies outside of the Shenzhen special economic zone and therefore originally 
outside of the control of Shenzhen urban planners. With Shenzhen’s growth, 
Longgan became the site of rapid uncoordinated and patchy development in the 
form of industrial estates and associated housing projects, interspersed with vacant 
lots and aborted developments. This haphazard zone of private development and 
ad hoc mini-SEZs, with lower wages and property values than Shenzhen, began to 
compete with Shenzhen city for investment and development. 
 
Thus, in 1993 the Shenzhen government instituted the Shenzhen Comprehensive 
Plan 1996-2010, bringing Longgan County, as well as the county of Bao’an, to the 
north and west of Shenzhen city, under the control of the city’s municipal planning 
authority. Under this plan, development in Longgan and Bao’an was restricted to 
specific “clusters” around the three main transport axes leading to Shenzhen city. 
The government has designated public open space and greenbelts in the spaces 
between these axes and provided public services and facilities, nearly completely 
lacking in the previous privately-driven development. 
 
The “Shenzhen Olympic New Town Competition” 3  is an example of a major 
planning initiative using public facilities as a generator for urban development in 
Longgan. In 2005, in preparation for Shenzhen’s hosting of the Universiade (World 
University Games) in 2011, the government of the city of Shenzhen issued a call for 
entries for a competition to plan a new 13.4 square kilometre urban district in 
Longgan, combining residential, commercial and other uses, centred around a 6.5 
square kilometre “Olympic Green” and including existing and planned sports 
venues and facilities that would host the events of the games. 
 
Description 
The competition was open only to architectural and planning firms that satisfied a 
number of qualifying criteria, so I, as a lone academic, was not eligible to participate. 
                                                
3 The title of the competition is misleading, as the project has nothing to do with the 2008 Beijing 
Olympics. This name seems to have been dropped after the competition. 
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However, I chose to approach this competition as a framework to demonstrate the 
different ways in which the brief for a mediated urban district would be written, in 
comparison to the typical language of urban planning, involving issues of zoning, 
traffic patterns and other plan-based representations of use segregation in space. 
Instead of this approach, I chose to describe my ‘plan’ for the district in terms of the 
introduction of a number of interrelated schemes of digital mediation of urban 
spatial practice, which would propel a process of urban morphogenesis. 
 
My initial proposition is that this land be designated as a territory for the inhabitation 
of members of the floating population. This designation would be actualised not by 
the planning of fixed structures but through the provision of a platform of 
affordances that would support a process of societal organisation and 
communication as well as the generation of urban form and organisation from these 
interactions. I defined four dimensions of the existing commonplace spatial practice 
of the floating population: 
 
habitation: deals with the spatial strategies for the storage / housing of migrant 
workers temporarily in cities, in demountable modular barracks, rented rooms in re-
purposed farmhouses and other provisional spatial arrangements. These strategies 
of accommodation are countered by tactics of inhabitation through which individuals 
and social groups appropriate the generic space through socially-constructed 
modes of use and territorialisation. 
 
production: refers to the role of the floating population as the ‘muscle’ behind the 
production of value through the mass-manufacture of consumer goods and built 
structures. Although this segment of society is indispensable in this process of 
value creation, they are essential non-participants in the consumer system of value 
into which these physical goods enter.  
 
communication: denotes the use of digital (e.g. mobile phone sms) and non-digital 
(e.g. employment bulletin boards and job markets) networks of communication that 
sustain social support structures among the displaced itinerant workers of the same 
regional origin, and between the urban migrants and their rural homes. 
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migration: is the cyclical  trans-regional mass movements of people between their 
rural homes and the urban sites of employment / production. This cycle operates 




Figure 6.4: Summary of my concept for the Shenzhen Olympic New Town Competition 
 
I proposed the use of specific applications of digital technologies to mediate in the 
making real of a form of urban organisation that emerged from actions in the life-
world of the floating population. This is a radical reversal of the current situation in 
which the floating population is marginalized or excluded from urban structures, 
which they occupy but never officially inhabit. 
 
In this approach, tactics of habitation would be recorded through a geocoding 
application that would allow inhabitants to tag locations, objects and paths in their 
habitations with semacode tags or a similar low-tech medium. This would allow the 
construction of a constellation of situated significances that would give a specificity 
and a readable psychogeographical texture to the anonymous and disposable 
housing units. 
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The wages earned by migrant workers are negligible in terms of the value system of 
the money economy. I proposed that a parallel value system be introduced, also 
derived from their acts of production and contribution to the economy. The value 
earned in the value system I propose would be relevant only within the property-
use-rights market on land designated for the floating population (and conversely, 
money would be of no value in this market, thus excluding those not generating 
value in the currency of the floating population). 
 
Logs of the patterns and content of mobile phone-enabled (primarily sms) 
communication among the floating population can serve as raw data for the 
generation of a representation similar to a conversation map (Sack, 2000) that 
would visualise and record webs of social interaction. 
 
Data from GPS-enabled mobile phones can be composited to generate a model of 
paths and patterns of migration of segments of the floating population. 
 
Thus, a datum and technique of informatization is created for each of these 
dimensions of the spatial practice of the floating population: a plane of projection 
upon which each of these practices can be foregrounded and harnessed for 
formative potency. I foresaw that the information thus collected could be used to 
generate a self-organising map (Kohonen, 2001) that would be superimposed upon 
the site4. 
 
I foresaw four representations extracted from readings of the four identified aspects 
of spatial practice. As discussed in the previous chapter, though, each of these 
representations actually becomes an extension of the public space of the city, each 
a context for action in its own right, formed by strategies and performed through 
tactics of urban citizens pursuing goals within the constraints and affordances 
established in these pseudo-spaces. 
 
Discussion 
There are dimensions of freedom as well as dimensions of control and surveillance 
implicit in each of the measures I discuss. Indeed, because of the political and 
                                                
4 Because of scepticism as to the appropriateness of this competition as the context for my PhD by 
Project (as it was then intended), on the part of the review panel at me Graduate Research Conference 
presentation of this idea, I never developed this approach to the point of defining the relation between 
the information gathered from the digital traces of the spatial practice of the floating population and 
the forms, rules or organising principles of the city. 
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economic reality of the found situation of the floating population in 21st century 
China, such measures would likely first be introduced by the government to enact 
strategies of ordering and control, or as money-making enterprises by commercial 
operators, and would then be adapted by urban citizens through tactics of 
habitation. Thus, the same concomitance of freedom and control that characterises 
urban public space also applies to these systems. 
 
Some of my suppositions in this project relate it to the Serve City mediated urban 
planning proposal by Bauhaus Kolleg. I had devised and presented the Shenzhen 
Olympic City proposal before encountering the Bauhaus Kollleg project, and a 
comparison of the two brings to light some of the specificities of my approach to the 
mediated city. Like Serve City, my proposal begins with the association of a social 
group and a digitally-mediated system with a plot of land as an initiating act that 
sets in motion a process of self-organising urban morphogenesis that generates 
urban form from the internal logic of the social interaction of the group, in 
conversation with the physical territory. However, whereas Serve City reacts to site 
specificity in generic terms, broadly differentiating some locations within the site in 
terms of adjacencies to different types of zones in the surrounding urban fabric, I 
chose to include an ongoing conversation between the inhabitants and the site as 
one formative aspect of the urban district and its process of evolution. Like Serve 
City, this approach inserts digital mediation in the role of an authority interpreting 
the collected data on the practice of urban life as imperatives for urban planning. I 
do not claim that this is unequivocally either negative or positive. Such a move may 
be criticised as evincing a faux populist attitude, in which the lived realities of urban 
inhabitants are taken as motivations for design, but only as filtered through the 
interpretive structure of planning authorities. On the other hand, such approaches 
acknowledge that urbanism must be seen as more than the accumulation of 
individual preferences, practices and experiences and strive to derive 
organisational and form-making strategies from heuristics that allow (force) these 
strategies to emerge from the found data. 
 
In one sense, my Shenzhen competition project represents a reversal of the laissez 
faire position I took in the fusedspace project. I attempted to establish a platform of 
rules that would embed a set of values into the way space is used and allocated. 
The entire system is predicated on the making true of a planning paradigm by 
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manipulating the rules of the game at the root level rather than influencing the 
moves made within the game. 
 
In comparison to the previous scenario, the articulation of this concept had moved 
from the level of functionality to the level of how the system would interface with the 
specific cultural milieu for which it was intended. The description of the scenario 
centres on how it would ‘plug-in’ to existing practices in the life-world of the floating 
population to gather information that would subsequently inform the planning of 
urban districts. The focus of attention had thus shifted from the semiotic level of the 
mechanics of communication to the discursive level of how to interface with the life-
world of the target group. The previous approach foresaw a generic system that 
provided a neutral landscape of digital affordance through which widely dispersed 
people, locations and things could gain a type of contiguity within a meta-spatial 
channel: an ostensibly neutral technology. In contrast, this approach was tailor-
made for a specific sector of society in a specific cultural context. 
 
Although it never was developed to the point of visualising the types of urban forms 
that such an approach could generate, the approach would imply an urban district 
of low buildings with a minimum of vertical dependency. Dissolving physical 
infrastructural dependency (a la Light Urbanism) is a pre-requisite that allows space 
to be treated in this way. Light Urbanism releases a city from infrastructure 
constraints and lets other formative agents have their sway. Infrastructure follows 
form, which follows spatial practice, in a chain of dependency and influence that is 
precisely the opposite of conventional urban practice. 
 
6.3.3. Beijing Olympic Village Streetscape Proposal 
Date: 2006 
 
I proposed this approach within a consultancy project that I was leading at the time, 
to develop a proposal for the improvement of streets in the area surrounding the 
under-construction (at the time) Olympic Park in Beijing, as part of the general 
urban beautification measures being undertaken in preparation for the 2008 
Olympic Games. I did this project under different pretences and with different 
intentions than the Shenzhen Olympic New Town Competition. Because my 
conception of the final output of the research had turned from project-based to 
thesis-based, the appropriate role of the approach became not as a sort of 
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culmination of the research, but rather as undertakings within the course of 
research for the purpose of developing the thesis.  
 
Urban Morphogenesis Background 
In 1982, Beijing’s planning authority established a comprehensive plan for land use 
in the city. This concentric spatial schema prescribed a central built-up area 
bounded by the fourth ring road, beyond which a greenbelt of 300 square km 
delimited the extent of buildable land. Ten bedroom communities, linked by the fifth 
ring road, were scattered within the greenbelt area. The sixth, outermost ring road 
linked fourteen satellite towns that were to become attractors in a new polycentric 
Beijing (Huang, 2004). 
 
In the intervening years, however, the satellite towns have failed to attain the 
intended importance as attractors for development, whereas the historical centre of 
the city has burgeoned, increasing demand for land and residential space in and 
around the central built-up area. As a result, the scattered bedroom communities 
have expanded in a piecemeal fashion to consume large areas of the greenbelt, 
reducing it to less than a third of its original area by 2002. The development is 
mostly in the form of unstructured infill that seldom coheres into functional localised 
neighbourhoods. 
 
The site of this proposal is located in Datun neighbourhood in Chaoyang District, a 
zone of peri-urban infill within the previous greenbelt zone. Through 1980s, the area 
was characterised by low-density working-class housing and light industry. In 1988, 
the adjacent neighbourhood of Zhongguancun was established as a special 
economic zone (like Shenzhen eight years earlier) for high-tech industries, and has 
become known as “China’s Silicon Valley”. From the 1990s to the present, many 
self-contained middle-class or upper-class, mid-rise to high-rise housing 
developments have been constructed by private developers. 
 
Besides its role within the urban system of Beijing, Datun is also enmeshed in 
global urban spatial patterns. Some of the residential communities (often gated) 
were created specifically as housing for enclaves of foreign workers (Japanese and 
German, among others, within this area). Special permission is required to build 
and offer housing to foreigners, which is completely separate from the domestic 
housing market (Wu and Webber, 2004). The designation of Datun as the site of 
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the 2008 Olympic games brought Datun into the purview of international tourism 
and event space, with the construction of vast sporting facilities, housing for 
athletes, their families, and the press, and a network of public spaces. 
 
Beyond the borders of the Olympic Park, however, there is little by way of 
intentionally designed public space. Each housing estate turns inward upon itself 
and the streets serve largely as functional access arteries. Shops, restaurants and 
other urban amenities serving the middle- and high-income residents of the area 
are absent from the streets as well. I was invited as a consultant to propose 
measures to bring a sense of public space to the area. My client was a 
development firm contracted by the Beijing government to provide a number of 
services and organise a number of infrastructural improvements to the area in 




Figure 6.5: Olympic Village Streetscape – aerial view of an intersection 
 
Description 
The proposal is intended as a set of guidelines for application in varying forms and 
with varying degrees of completeness and articulation in all of the streets in the 
district. Thus, the system had to be concrete but easily adaptable to specific needs 
and site situations. In the document submitted to the Planning Board, I divided the 
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street environment into nine aspects (pavement, walls, fields, facades, planting, 
lighting, street furniture, information graphics / signage, and public art) and outlined 
principles for the design of each of these. The precise details of the physical 
elements are not of primary relevance for this discussion of the mediated aspect, so 
I will not describe them in more detail here. The text and images of the planning 




Figure 6.6: Olympic Village Streetscape – excerpt plan 
 
A sports analogy pertinent to the Olympic Games was adopted for the conceptual 
development of this project. The initiating conceptual proposition of the design was 
the definition of the entire district as a field within which the rules of a certain 
planning game would apply. This analogy was further underscored visually and 
compositionally through a number of design moves in the nine physical elements 
(see appendix C). 
 
The street improvement would also involve government-mandated alterations to 
buildings and structures bordering the street. Each street was thus conceived as 
being bounded by walls, which would be articulated as a vertical extension of the 
street surface, clearly delineating the field annexed by this spatial strategy as a new 
and continuous element inserted into the city bridging across accustomed 
boundaries of public and private, street and building. These walls would range from 
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kerb-height to several stories, depending on site-specific need, and would range in 
depth from a centimetres-thick new garden wall or façade treatment on an existing 
building to twenty-meter-deep insertions of new structures into vacant lots. These 
moves established the field within which the rules for the nine aspects mentioned 




Figure 6.7: Olympic Village Streetscape – perspective showing street and wall 
 
Discussion 
I chose the wall and the street as icons for the definition of the moves proposed in 
this project because of their history as important elements in the structuring of 
Chinese cities. The treatment of the network of streets as a designed field of play is 
a reaction to the image of streets as vacuous left-over negative spaces between 
buildings in typical new Chinese urban developments. This move also evokes the 
foregrounding of the public spaces of the city in historical Asian cities (as discussed 
in the literature review) as the sites of the processes through which the city is 
perpetuated, within which buildings play a background role, as material temporarily 
caught up and configured in the urban process, to which physical form is 
subordinate. The use of walls to demarcate districts, to differentiate categories of 
urban space and to structure urban life and experience is a predominant strategy in 
historical Chinese cities that has survived into the present day.  
 
The digital mediation component was not explicitly requested by the client, nor was 
it a component of the project as presented to the Planning Board. However, I took it 
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on myself to extend this project as an opportunity to carry through an urban design 
process that begins with design of physical places in the city and extends to 
encompass ideas for the digital mediation of practice in these places.  
 
The extent of the street renewal measures was taken as the extent of a new fabric 
of digital mediation in the city. The surface treatment of the renewed sections of 
streets, facades and other urban elements delineates areas within which the rules 
of this game apply. The manifestation of the system in a given street in the district 
could be as minimal as a paving stripe, planter or postbox introduced into an 
otherwise unchanged street. In other streets, for which a complete renewal is 
deemed necessary, all nine of the principles will be implemented to full fruition, 
creating a totally redesigned environment. Whether isolated or as part of a 
pervasive redesign of a street, a given physical element is always a visual cue to a 
given digital affordance or set of digital affordances. Rather than task-specific digital 
‘functions’, these affordances were intended more in the way that a lamppost 
affords leaning, the posting of notices, the locking-up of bicycles, etc. in addition to 
its initiatory function of illumination. 
 
For instance, if an urban citizen knows: 
• that the semacode bitmap images that appear on each bench can be 
scanned by a mobile phone camera to access location-specific information 
(both generic information about the location but also one’s own memories 
that one has geocoded to that address as well as messages and notations 
left by others, friends and strangers); 
• that the street address of any building can be dialed on one’s mobile phone 
for a directory of the building, directions to any other given address, or any 
other information that a provider chooses to link to it; 
• that the same applies for any location in the district, which can be called-up 
by referencing the numbered demarcating lines drawn across the field that 
constitutes the district; 
• that every bench in the district affords a real-time discussion with someone 
seated in any other bench; 
• that the touch-sensitive surfaces and embedded applications intended to 
record and save chess moves at the public chess tables can also be used to 
remember a note or drawing ‘scribbled’ with the fingers on the chess table’s 
surface; 
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• that every phone box in the district, which is also a site of a public message 
board, lends itself to being a potential site for virtual public art; 
• that movement on the designated sports fields generate GPS-enabled 
datasets of locations and trajectories in time; 
• that the data from many of these applications is either readily accessible or 
hackable, and can be used within other applications and disseminated 
through the Internet; 
• and so forth; 
then it is to be expected that practices will emerge that are unforeseen; 
performatively linking different elements through practice; spanning between 
physical and virtual modes; tweaking, subverting or evading the functionality of the 
appropriated applications. 
 
The complexity of the practices that can be imagined as being enabled by such an 
approach rest on the accretion of applications that are both functional and frivolous, 
constraining and enabling, mutually-supporting, mutually-antagonistic, unique or 
redundant. But it is not in this accretion itself that the urban character lies, but in the 
range of performative compositions of practices that are made possible, not by the 
accumulation of specifically-intended functions so much as the increase in possible 
unintended insights and combinations that becomes possible with each added 
aspect. 
 
As with the Shenzhen competition approach, this proposal is conceived within the 
framework of a real-world design problem for physical interventions in an urban 
district. Digital mediation is not anticipated as a facet in the client’s original project 
brief in either case and was introduced by myself as an added facet. Whereas for 
the Shenzhen competition I proposed that a digital application would mediate 
between the urban practices of people and the directives for urban morphogenesis, 
the Beijing project is more directly organised for providing an environment for 
intentional interaction with the system on the part of urban citizens. However, the 
urban forms of this environment must be given in order for such interaction to be 
possible, such that a truly (per)formative practice is structurally excluded. 
 
It could be said that the definition of what constitutes an approach to the mediated 
city, or at least the relevant focus of this research as pertains to such approaches, 
had shifted, I conceived this proposal not as an overarching system within which 
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urban actors would act, but rather as a set of interventions into the scenario of my 
proposal for the improvements to the street zones (which proposal was also not a 
totalising system but rather a set of interventions into the existing streetscape). So 
the change in the way in which I chose to relate the narrative of this approach could 
be seen, in one sense, to represent a shift from the level of discourse to the level of 
practice, and the modes of communication changed accordingly, from rules and 
systems to elements and actions. From the perceived nebulous character of the 
previous scenario, this scenario was characterised by an anchoring in more 
conventional modes of depiction and conceptions of urban design. The proposal 
built on two clearly definable physical urban elements – the street and the wall – 
and all interactivity was understood as happening relative to these two elements. 
 
Compared to the other two proposals, the Beijing project deals more explicitly and 
directly with the semiotic support of mediated urban spatial practice through 
physical urban design elements. The sports field analogy, supported by visual cues 
and digital affordances, provides guidance for the acting-out of tactics in this zone. 
The semiotic heritage of the street and the wall in Chinese cities also bring ready-
made psychogeographical associations. I had ideas for the “piggybacking” on the 
semiotics of these elements by, for example, associating the street surface with 
interactivity of an ephemeral performative character, or that had to do with contact 
and communication between collocated and (temporally and spatially) remote urban 
citizens; whereas the walls would be associated with modes of activity that have to 
do with the leaving of marks and the communal structuring of urban space and 
experience. The interactive facets of objects in the street would be associated with 
immediate, individual, goal oriented tasks. These principles never attained concrete 
articulation because, like the previous two proposals, this project did not advance to 
the stage where this approach could form the basis for a design5.  
 
6.3.4. Trial approaches conclusion 
The three approaches are at three scales: 1) an urban system, 2) an urban zone, 3) 
specific streets. They represent three different resolutions and levels of detail. This 
                                                
5 The client cut-off contact after delivery of the proposal and presentation to the Planning Board, and 
before a contract for further services had been signed. Effectively, our involvement was terminated at 
the point when they had received sufficient documents from us to apply for planning approval (and, 
potentially, to hand-off as a concept to be developed into working drawings by a cheaper third party 
local designer) but before any contract for remuneration had been signed. Though any speculation as 
to the reasons for this would be unfounded in this context, my experience unfortunately seems to 
confirm the experience of several acquaintances when dealing with Chinese clients. 
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sequence of approaches also shows increasing degrees of situational specificity. 
The first approach is demonstrated as located in Hong Kong, but could be applied 
in essence in any city. The second approach grew out of an understanding of the 
life-world of a specific segment of Chinese urban society, but could be applied to 
other sites occupied by these people, other than the site of the competition. The 
third approach was aimed at a specific site in Beijing and was temporally and 




Figures 6.8 and 6.9: Mappings of Social Channels (left) and Shenzhen Olympic New Town 




Figure 6.10: Mapping of Beijing Olympic Village Streetscape Proposal on the nine-square 
positional map 
 
Figures 6.8 to 6.10 map these three approaches by a convention established in the 
previous chapter. In the synthesis chapter, I mapped each of the mediated urban 
design examples within a square on this grid, whereas the mediated urban design 
proposals were best represented by a trajectory across this concept-space of the 
mediated city, anchored by the three moments of conception, development and 
application.  The attempt to use this graph to map my three approaches led to the 
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realisation of the limitations of this cartographic device. This convention is only of 
use for recording the process of design and realisation of such places or spaces, 
and does not express the experience or action of urban citizens living in the spaces 
or places thus generating, or potentially the role of urban citizens in co-formation of 
the urban environment, which is an essential part of the holistic conception of the 
mediated city. 
 
The application of the urban cycle diagram to these approaches, shown in figures 
6.11 to 6.13 reveals that this graphic retains its relevance as a mapping tool. The 
first approach, Social channels, appears in figure 6.11 as a closed little sub-cycle 
within the inhabitation phase, showing the contained and conservative nature of the 
essential proposition, despite the proliferation of internal variety and inventiveness 
that it can accommodate. In the Shenzhen competition, the insertion of the 
mediating planning application into the urban loop in figure 6.12 is indicated with a 
branching-off from the inhabitation level of a process that “reads” the practices of 
urban life, interprets them in a pseudo-reflective process that bypasses the 
reflective stage in the loop, then re-enters the loop to insert its consequences at the 
design stage. 
 
       
 
Figures 6.11 and 6.12: Social Channels (left) and Shenzhen Olympic New Town 
Competition (right) on the urban cycle 
 
The diagonal line across the mapping of the Beijing streetscape proposal in figure 
6.13 separates the official project as commissioned by the client and presented to 
the Planning Board (the upper left of the diagram, consisting of the design phase, 
linking into the build phase in a conventional way) from my extension of the project 
CHAPTER 6. APPROACHING THE MEDIATED CHINESE CITY 
 225 
as a mediated urbanism approach (the lower right of the diagram, in which my 
proposal creates a feedback loop between inhabitation and reflection). The 
inhabit – reflect loop here is indicative of the bounded freedom of interactivity with 
space, that has no impact on the upper left of the diagram where the city is 
conceived and formed. 
 
 
Figures 6.13: Beijing Olympic Village Streetscape Proposal on the urban cycle 
 
The preceding discussion should not be misconstrued as a critique of the three 
approaches in terms of their correctness or success, but rather as an attempt to 
trace and demonstrate the evolution of my own attitude towards how the design 
brief of the mediated city should be written and interpreted. The above graphing 
does allow insights into the net effect, on the urban cycle, of the moves implied in 
each of the approaches (by which criteria each of these approaches appears quite 
limited in its effects on the cycle). However, it does not allow for reflecting a core 
insight that runs across these three approaches – that of the spin-off effects of the 
seemingly blunt principle of mere accumulation of measures, channels and 
strategies in urban space. The first approach Social Channels offers a consumerist 
version of perceived increase of freedom through a proliferation of channels to 
which one can subscribe and thereby identify oneself with a brand or a peer group. 
However, by the third scenario Beijing Olympic Village Streetscape Design 
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6.4. Scenario 
The foregoing sequence of project approaches was instrumental in driving and 
checking the progress of development of my theoretical framework by concretizing 
the implications of the point of view I was developing. I have adopted the form and 
methodology of a scenario, rather than projects, for this illustration. A project is 
intrinsically told from the point of view of an author and describes a series of moves 
that are (presented as) within the power of the author to set in motion and control, 
to achieve a certain goal. This form is at odds with the picture of mediated urbanism 
formed by my research, as the emergent effects of interactions between numerous 
urban actors, none of which is in a position to control what in effect happens in the 
spaces between these practices. 
 
The core actors playing in the following scenario are: 
• Individual migrant workers in the city: valuing a sense of belonging, 
connections with the home province and with other migrants from their 
province, sharing Chinese cultural proclivities in their approaches to spatial 
and social practices. 
• The Chinese national government: seeking to bring the floating population 
within structures of control without quashing the crucial contributions made 
by migrants to the development of China. 
• Municipal governments: interested in perpetuating the benefit of the floating 
population as flexible, increasingly skilled labour in the city who put little 
demand on the city’s infrastructure, while quelling public apprehensions and 
mistrust of this demographic as ill-integrated strangers in the city. 
• The local ‘embassy’ of the government of the origin province of the migrant 
workers, looking out for the interests of the migrants. 
• The da yuan bosses or equivalent, leaders of the migrants: interested in 
making money but also acting as leaders and benefactors of the community, 
concerned with protecting and optimising return on their investment as well 
as maintaining their standing in the floating community through earning trust 
and catalysing social cohesion. 
• Telecom and other digital network providers: constantly trying to identify, 
address (and create) demand among one of the fastest-growing niches in 
the Chinese telecommunications and Internet market.  
• Myself: framing the situation through my conceptualisation of mediated 
urban spatial practice in China, as characterised in this thesis document. 
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The following scenario is a story of one possible set of interrelated practices of 
these actors in near-future urban China. It is derived through application of the spirit 
of Carroll’s idea of “convergent rationale” (though not his specific methodologies) to 
define urban moves that can be supported by the convergence of rationale drawn 
from the findings of this research, filtered through the motivations and values of the 
actors. As explained in detail in chapter 3, the derivation of this scenario is based 
on scenario-building methodology adapted from Carroll (2000) and others, using 
the categories and characteristics defined in my grounded analysis the three realms 
of mediated urban spatial practice as “survival forms” on the basis of which future 
practices may be extrapolated. Samples of sets of survival forms from different 
categories are included in appendix D. 
 
Unlike the preceding three trial approaches, the scenario presents a collection of 
hypothetical practices within Chinese cities in general, and is not restricted to a 
specific city or district in urban China. Nonetheless, the scenario engages situations 
encountered in the three preceding proposals. 
 
6.4.1. Indeterminacy 
The floating population poses a challenge to the Chinese government’s strategy of 
household registration or hukou, by which each citizen is allocated either as an 
urban dweller or a rural dweller, in a self-perpetuating system largely tied to the 
residential status of one’s parents. Most of China’s hundred million migrant workers 
possess rural hukou even though they constitute a crucial component of urban 
economies, forming most of the menial, industrial and construction workforce. The 
government is hesitant to grant them the full privileges of urban residency (and it is 
this suspension of legitimacy that sustains the seasonal migration of these 
populations between their rural homes and their urban workplaces), but the 
scattering of these hundred million people far from their places of registration 
threatens the structures of control that were built on an assumption of the anchoring 
of a person at a place – of co-identity of home and residence.  
 
Another phenomenon of China’s economic growth and urban expansion is the 
emergence of indeterminate, shifting pseudo-urban zones that blur the absolute 
distinction between urban and rural land. New cities are being christened at the rate 
of twenty per year. Some of these “cities” are established by official declaration of 
Beijing, others are founded surreptitiously by provincial governments by mobilizing 
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infrastructure and shifting populations to engineer zones that correspond to the 
legal definition of a city, in terms of factors like kilometers of paved roads, degree of 
electification and concentration of population. Enclaves in the areas around existing 
cities are being developed by both governmental and commercial developers in an 
uneven way that creates amorphous patchworks of hyper-developed, undeveloped 
and indeterminate plots of land. Some regions, such as the Pearl River Delta, are 
developing into vast pseudo-urban continua in which individual cities dissolve into a 
fabric of blotchy density. 
 
6.4.2. The floating hukou 
The hukou system is based on an unambiguous categorization of land and the 
association of each citizen with one or the other of these categories of land, from 
which the citizen gains an identity. The floating population and the pseudo-urban 
landscape are both endlessly shifting, not fixed in space and falling between the 
two poles of the absolute binary rural/urban distinction, and thus outside of 
traditional structures of control and representation. My scenario begins with the 
proposition that these two entities be linked to one another through the creation of a 
third hukou categorization – the floating hukou, by which these people-in-transit and 
these places-in-transition are paired in the same way that urban and rural land and 
urban and rural citizens are co-defined by their linking through the urban and rural 
hukou. With this simple strategic move, the Chinese government brings both the 
floating population and the pseudo-urban spaces into the fold. They achieve 
definitional fixity without physical fixity, in a way that confirms and strengthens the 
established person-place grammar of control and distinction, rather than 
threatening it. 
 
Members of the floating population are thus granted legitimate and exclusive 
(temporary) use rights to this floating land (although in reality a black market would 
exist whereby these rights would be sold to members of other hukou, both by 
government officials and by members of the floating hukou). A plot of land is 
designated as floating until such time that the land is slated for development, at 
which point it would become urban hukou land and the floating residents would shift 
to other floating hukou plots. Habitation of a given plot of land is tenuous but 
habitation of floating land in general is a birthright. Figure 6.14 maps this practice 
onto the nine-square situational map that I have established as a convention for 
mapping mediated urban moves, as a shift in addressing datum from (physical city / 
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abstraction) to (informational city / abstraction). In both cases, it is the social city of 




Figure 6.14: The floating hukou 
 
6.4.3. Social change 
I have already discussed how digital communications media are being applied by 
urban citizens in China to transgress the limits set on them by society, tradition and 
political ideology, without breaking the outward façade of conformity. Virtual venues 
are forums for exercises in creativity, risk-taking and expressions of individuality 
that are not possible or acceptable in physical urban space. China’s sexual 
revolution, alternative news and information distribution networks, its grassroots 
political and social movements all rely on digital networks and virtual places. 
 
One social movement whose expressions need not retreat into virtuality is the 
growth of capitalist and consumerist society, which also expresses itself in a rash of 
private real estate developments that are eradicating large swathes of historical 
urban fabric within cities and driving the sprawl of cities outwards into their 
hinterlands. China’s new and rapidly expanding middle class has embraced the cult 
of the private home as a symbol of success and a mode of expression. Housing 
developments based on the most kitsch Western subdivisions, as well as DIY 
shops, are springing up throughout China to serve this market. The floating 
population is excluded from this revolution, both by their lack of material means and 
by their lack of residential rights in the city. They are not, however, sheltered from 
the media images associating the private urban home as a symbol of belonging, not 
to a place but to a social stratum. While migrant workers are not able to possess an 
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urban home as a physical object, they are able to appropriate the language of the 
home as a mode of expression, using the digital tools at their disposal. 
 




Figure 6.15: Textual spaces 
 
The sms is the medium of the vernacular of the mediated Chinese city, and the 
mobile phone is ubiquitous among the floating population. Although Internet access 
among this group is increasing, the mobile phone remains a more portable, 
personalized and accessible technology. Continuing from the use of sms as a 
medium for the composition and dissemination of novels and poetry, as noted in 
chapter 4, this communication form could be adopted for the composition of 
“homes”: abstracted personal architectural compositions in the form of grids of 
Chinese characters describing a codified plan of a residential structure. At the most 
prosaic level, the characters for discreet tangible elements such as door, window, 
wall, tree, stone, etc. could be arrayed in a grid that evokes a literal sketch of a 
spatial plan, but more adept practitioners develop this art through more nuanced 
renderings of spaces with increasingly poetic forms, the reading and appreciation of 
which would be an acquired cultural skill as with any poetry form. In the nine-square 
mapping in figure 6.15, the conventions of plans (physical / abstraction), which are 
abstract representations of built physical structures (physical / practice) are adopted 
for textual compositions (informational / abstraction). The mental construction of 
digital homes (information / association) from these ciphers requires the mediation 
of conventions, informed by input from the meanings and emotions connected to 
physical homes (physical / association). 
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The number of Chinese characters that can be composed and displayed on a 
mobile phone depends on the service provider and the model of the phone (my 
current LG can fit rows of 11 characters and can send a message of up to 160 
characters. The previous model had rows of 9 characters and messages up to 120 
characters). This defines the length of a chapter or poem, and the size of the spatial 
composition that can be created and displayed. So in effect, the model of one’s 
mobile phone and the provisions of one’s service contract define the virtual real 
estate and building material that one has at one’s disposal. Thus, this already 
fetishized piece of technology becomes a determinant of a social hierarchy of virtual 
land-use rights as well. Within the paradigm implied by this set of practices, every 
migrant worker is endowed with a plot of physical (though miniaturized) territory that 
they never have to leave because – in a completely sensible and practical reversal 
from the point of view of the lived reality of the floating population – territory is not 
linked to (transitory) geographical location but is carried on the (inalienable) body of 
the person. 
 
These sms poems cum homes are private spaces, but one shares one’s private 
space with another person not by inviting that person in but by sending the space 
out as a message. This turns the accustomed typology of the home inside-out. The 
plan of the interior becomes the face of the home. The enclosing wall that defines a 
Chinese residential compound is implied only by the frame of the screen of the 
mobile phone on which it is read, not an integral part of the architecture but of the 
device on which it is being read. 
 
Chinese poetry can be as much a spatial composition as a literary composition, as 
multiple readings become possible through readings of different juxtapositions of 
characters, as the left-to-right, top-to-bottom protocol of reading texts is not as rigid 
as in Western languages. The creation of a genre of ‘spatial poems’ through sms 
that sketch out architectural compositions can be seen as a development from 
literary poetry. Like the sms poets and novelists mentioned in the literature review, 
sms architects would make a living from their design of these compositions or their 
‘copying’ of physical buildings into this textual form. In their early stages, these 
textual spatial compositions are forwarded among members of the floating 
population and beyond. Semacode labels can be printed at an Internet café and 
stuck to the door of one’s quarters so that all passers with a camera-equipped 3G 
mobile phone can access one’s spatial poem. One can even stealthily occupy the 
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site of one’s choice by sticking one’s semacode tag to any surface in the city. A 
family of dream spaces, sited throughout the city, presents an alternative urban 
geography for those who know how to look.  
 
6.4.5. Digital “homes” 
Internet access among the floating population is growing, and the textual 
representations of architectural space as sms spatial poems soon lead to the 
‘construction’, by some, of these homes in massively multiplayer online role-playing 
games (MMORPG) and online worlds such as Second Life. The greater spatial 
verisimilitude of these such virtual worlds may seem to be an ‘improvement’ on the 
text-based sms ciphers, but many bemoan the bluntness and banality of these VR 
constructions compared to the multiple readings, the potential for poetic expression 
and space for individual interpretation of the text-based ‘spatial poems’. Though 
some will lament the collapsing of the literary space into a literal space, others 
counter that the textual version of words that can generate a myriad of images, was 
just a necessary but obsolete precursor to a true architecture of images that are 
capable of generating a myriad of words in the pseudo-spaces of online worlds.  
 
Figure 6.16 shows the definition (“clearing”) of a territory in the informational city by 
the narrative leading from “plans” (information / abstraction) to spatial poems 
(information / association) to digital homes (information / practice). Figure 6.17 
graphs the elaboration of the conventions, practice, and construction of meaning 
around these homes in a self-feeding loop within this territory. The various modes 
of influence of these forms on social practices, discussed in the above paragraphs, 




Figure 6.16: (left) clearing the territory of the informational city 
Figure 6.17: (right) elaboration of feedback loop in informational city 




Figure 6.18: (left) online homes 
Figure 6.19: (right) the online homeland 
 
For a majority of the migrants themselves, access to these homelands will be 
through the their 3G or even 2G mobile devices rather than high-processor-speed 
computers with broadband connections, indicating that the graphic interface to 
these online worlds will likely remain at a low-resolution or even textual level rather 
than the increasingly immersive environments of the most popular online worlds 
and games. In terms of Bolter and Grusin’s (1999: 21-24) definitions, the high-
bandwidth VR experiences would tend toward an experience of “immediacy”, in 
which the medium recedes from the consciousness of the user as it becomes 
increasingly frictionless and immersive in its representative function; whereas the 
mobile-phone-accessed high-abstraction textualised version of the interface 
represents an example of  “hypermediacy”, in which the medium is brought to the 
forefront of consciousness by impressing its own aesthetic or bias in the process of 
representing. These different approaches to private virtual space delineate a rift 
between, on the one hand, a classicist vein of practice that values the hypermediate 
interfaces that embody a grammatic structure and symbolic bias, and, on the other 
hand, a modernist vein that values immediate interfaces that present a tabula rasa 
and an image-oriented visual bias. 
 
Some enthusiastic netizens try to bridge this rift by creating special sets of virtual 
components for structures in online worlds, fusing two semiotic dimensions – that of 
architectural elements and that of Chinese pictograms – into one vocabulary of 
forms. Eventually, this emerging design niche captures the attention of established 
Chinese typographers, architects, game designers and web designers as a defining 
design problem of 21st century China, leading to a proliferation of high-design, high-
profile alphabets of components. 
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6.4.6. Digital “homelands” 
The specificity and depth of this virtual architectural vocabulary is one factor that 
inspires the establishment of dedicated online worlds by and for the floating 
population. Another contributing factor is the desire, on the part of migrants, for a 
stable territory and space of community. Native place networks are extremely 
important in job-finding, personal security, money lending, housing, enabling 
contact with family members in the home village and other essential aspects in a 
migrant worker’s subsistence. Migrants from a given province or locality control 
certain goods and services markets, monopolize certain trades and lay claim to 
certain areas for their residences. The scattered and transitory members of the 
migrant population from a given province or locality would find that the online world 
provides a stable and open platform for their interactions with one another, in which 
one can leave one’s mark and from which one is never uprooted. Thus, it becomes 
common for online worlds to be set up by and for migrants from specific localities, 
or by the provincial government of their home provinces, in which the local dialect of 
the native province is the lingua franca, the base virtual topography alludes to the 
landscape features of the home province and the standard components out of 
which homes can be built are based on the regional vernacular architecture. Figure 
6.19 shows the infusion of the information city with cultural inheritances of systems 
of meaning and significance from the physical city (association / physical) through 
the establishment of digital homelands. The domain extension .flt.cn is established 
expressly for such homelands and other online venues of the Chinese floating 
population.  
 
Cultural theorists compare the uploading of these virtual homes cum status symbols 
to the tradition of burning paper replicas of worldly goods (money, cars, mobile 
phones, houses) as offerings to provide a comfortable afterlife to deceased 
ancestors. However, in the case of the migrant workers, the recipients of these 
virtual amenities are not departed family members but their own online alter-egos. 
This is cited as symptomatic of the dissolution of traditional family structures, 
growing narcissism and consumerism and other ills said to be imposed on Chinese 
society by the encroachment of free market capitalism. One neither feels beholden 
to the past nor expects obeisance from one’s offspring. Rather, one creates one’s 
own blessings in the here and now. 
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6.4.7. Control mechanisms 
As neither the land nor the people of the floating hukou are fixed in physical space, 
the government requires a different datum to serve as an index and medium of 
control: a place that can be addressed and supervised. To achieve this, the Ministry 
of Information requires migrants to register with local authorities, who update 
locational information on individuals on an online database. This soon proves itself 
unenforceable. As the government does not provide the floating population with 
schooling, facilities or utilities the use of which could be made dependent on 
registration, there is little motivation for compliance. The different online worlds 
inhabited by migrant workers offer ready-made spaces of potential surveillance, 
with implicit incentives for participation. In terms of maintaining control, these online 
worlds offer the government a much more reliable index of a population that 
maintains no long-term residential or employment status. Like the proprietors of 
websites and Internet cafes in present-day China, proprietors of these online worlds 
offer (apparent) adherence to government requirements to report data on all 
residents. There are incentives for compliance, because confiscation of the 
website’s server (or blocking of access to an overseas server accessed through a 
proxy server in China) as a result of non-compliance would be fatal to such a world, 
unlike a blog or bulletin board that can be re-launched under another guise. As a 
back-up control measure, the tens of thousands of plainclothes ‘roving spies’ hired 
by the government to scan urban space for bad elements, and the similar number 
whose job it is to patrol online bulletin boards and chat rooms would be joined by 
another army of ‘avatar spies’ performing a similar role in virtual online worlds. 
 
Though the government is thus able to maintain mechanisms of control and 
surveillance over citizens in both physical space and in virtual venues, the dynamic 
nature and high potential for evasion of identification in both the physical and the 
virtual projections of the space of the floating population mean that neither of these 
control nets will ever be able to unambiguously and completely address the floating 
population. Nor would there ever be certainty as to the match between a given 
citizen in physical space and an online “netizen”, so the practices of control treat the 
personas of the floating hukou and of the online homelands as two distinct 
populations, although they are both projections of the same persons. Control over 
social practice is exercised by controlling the links between physical and social 
practice, as well as between informational and social practice. The goal of 
addressing, as a strategy of control over space, is an indexical representation of the 
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city in terms of the component units that are meaningful within the addressing 
convention (which I have earlier shown may be locations, objects, people, personas 
or other units depending on the mediating system). 
 
6.4.8. Virtual “belonging” 
An increasing number of factors encourage the floating population to perceive 
digital homelands as their primary datum-space of inhabitation, at equal standing 
with their physical homes, with some practices in physical space becoming 
subsidiary expressions of practices in virtual pseudo-spaces. The floating 
population’s existence in the physical city is transitory, marginalized, denigrated, 
vulnerable and dispersed. Online worlds are representations within which the lived 
reality of this demographic ‘makes sense’ (literally, in that the floating culture is the 
root from which systems of meaning are derived), and in which this ‘sense’ is given 
pseudo-spatial and visual representation. The spatial logic of online worlds is 
constructed and maintained by the floating population, providing spaces for the 
spatialisation of economies of meaning within this societal subgroup. 
  
Sociologists describe these online worlds as rehearsal grounds for conspicuous 
consumption: venues not only for political and social experiments banned from 
physical space, but also for the enactment of economic activities that migrants 
cannot afford in the world of tangible goods and common currency. Once practices 
have achieved acceptance in this virtual world, they are socially sanctioned for 
export into physical spatial practice. This is a way of gaining a consensus, of being 
at the same time out in public but not out in public. Firms also discover this as a 
product testing ground to gauge potential acceptance of a product among the 
migrant population before issuing it into the market as tangible goods. In one sense, 
the pseudo-spatial practices within these online worlds may be seen as 
preformatted for physical reification. However, the relation between the physical 
and virtual spaces of the life-world of the floating population is not characterised by 
isomorphism. Members of the same ethnic group, whose virtual homes cluster 
together in virtual space, would actually live physically dispersed across several 
Chinese provinces, and indeed the power mechanisms and value systems that 
support and suffuse the online homelands are derived from the wishes and spatial 
dreams of the migrant community. 
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Nonetheless, the generation of migrants who grow up within the floating hukou, and 
its accompanying mediated faces, is accustomed to the fact that online worlds allow 
them to play out aspirations not possible in the physical world. This raises their 
expectations and leads them to seek to express, if not duplicate, these freedoms in 
the real world, as “floating” becomes a way of life on equal standing with urban and 
rural and not a state of desperation. Thus, following on the lead of such social 
phenomena in China as the sexual revolution and the pro-human-rights movement, 
for which incubation in online forums preceded and fueled enactment in the 
physical space of the city, the children of the present day Chinese migrants begin to 
express the socially constructed space of the floating population, nurtured and 
developed in virtual venues, onto their structures of habitation on the “floating” land 
that is the territory of their hukou. 
 
6.4.9. Physical domain 
Although physical land is not the primary medium within which meaning in the 
semiotic world of the floating population is reflected, a relation to land is 
nonetheless a constituent element of any hukou arrangement – urban, rural or 
floating. The physical territory of the floating hukou consists of land on the urban 
peripheries, land that is awaiting development, fallow cropland, urban wasteland, 
vacant lots, land in new cities that exist in name but not yet in physical form. 
Floating use rights will be temporary, lasting from a few months to a few years. The 
municipal and provincial governments come to an agreement on what spaces can 
be occupied (temporarily) by the floating population, and the equivalent of da yuan 
bosses are then granted rights to settle their patrons there.  
 
Currently, migrant workers in China live in many types of housing, including rented 
rooms in farmhouses, temporary demountable barracks on building sites or 
attached to factories and quarters in the back rooms of businesses. While at first 
the citizens of the floating hukou are resigned to continuing the accustomed cycle of 
building cheap utilitarian structures and abandoning them when they are driven out, 
the sanctioning of “floating” as a valid way of life, and incremental increases in the 
material wealth and societal self-awareness of migrants in Chinese society, 
encourages experimentation with building types that capitalize on the characteristic 
of mobility while enabling a sense of continuity, identity and belonging. The 
changes in social practice encouraged by practices in the information city begin to 
have a pronounced effect on the practice (even the formative practice) of the 
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physical city (figure 6.20). Modular, demountable and transportable structures 
provide the opportunity for the structures that house a community to move with that 
community. In this way, the entire built environment of the floating hukou can evade 
many planning and approval restrictions by taking advantage of the same 
‘temporary building’ loophole in Chinese planning regulations that allow many of the 




Figure 6.20: (left) physical domain 
Figure 6.21: (right) remediating homes 
 
6.4.10. Remediating homes 
The term remediation (Bolter and Grusin, 1999) refers to the processes by which 
new media adopt and adapt the conventions of predecessor media (i.e. cinema 
remediates stage plays, photography remediates painting). In remediation, one can 
distinguish between strategies of “immediacy”, which aim at achieving a 
transparency that eliminates awareness of the medium, and those that favour 
“hypermediacy”, calling attention to the mediating role of the medium by 
exaggerating its bias and conventions (ibid: 20-50). 
 
There are numerous ways in which virtual spatial poems are remediated as 
physical residences, through a variety of different informal formative practices that 
cannot be subsumed under a unifying system or set of rules. Some denizens of the 
“immediate” immersive spectacles of online worlds are inclined to treat the 
representational relation between material reality and virtual reality as equally 
immediate and attempt literal material replicas of the structure they have created 
online, and entrepreneurs begin to offer the services of constructing mobile or 
temporary physical replicas of the online structures.  
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More interesting are the approaches by which the highly symbolic mobile-phone-
“hypermediated” pseudo-spaces are translated (in equally hypermediated fashion) 
into physical reality. The structural principles of Chinese text messages, 
constructions in online worlds and modular building systems are cognate, in that 
they all typically involve the assembly of complex structures from the elements of 
predefined kits of units, each of which is a pre-assembled entity (as opposed to the 
units of single pen strokes, pixels or bricks). That the native structures of these 
three spaces of the floating population all share this characteristic encourages and 
facilitates remediation and transferral of characteristics involving formative spatial 
practice between these spaces. Just as alphabets of components were created to 
remediate spatial poems as virtual pseudo-spatial constructions in online worlds, 
modular physical components are manufactured to provide a lexicon for the 
functional and semiotic construction of meaningful spatial statements in a 
residential typology (i.e. homes). The translation of building blocks from one 
medium to another is dealt with differently by the different designers who devise 
these systems, some borrowing explicitly from the physical appearance of the 
virtual elements to inspire the physical elements and others reinterpreting the 
semiotic grammar of the family of elements within architectural vocabularies of their 
own invention or borrowed from the Chinese vernacular. The loop thus created of 
feedback between practices and meanings (association) in the construction of 
physical and informational homes is shown in figure 6.21. 
 
Continuing the comparison between this mediated digital urbanism and the burning 
of paper offerings as a mediator between the living and the deceased ancestors, 
cultural critics make much of the contrast between the sacrificing of physicality 
through fire for one’s ancestors and the dragging of virtual forms into the material 
world for oneself. 
 
6.4.11. Physical components 
The components out of which ‘floating’ physical homes are constructed are of 
necessity mobile, modular and mass-produced. They would be available on the 
open market at different price ranges, in collections designed by different designers 
and supplied by different suppliers. Although some of the physical components on 
offer will be simple low-tech construction elements, most will also be digital 
interfaces. The range of applications of this embedded digital technology is broad, 
as indicated by the overview of space, materiality and digital mediation in section 
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1.2 of the literature review. At a basic level not requiring any processor power in the 
components themselves, each element could be become part of a machine 
readable spatial configuration if plugged-into a contiguous set of components (see 
for example Frazer, 1995: 37-49) or within the range of a wireless LAN linked to a 
central processor, either at the level of the residence or of the entire settlement. 
 
These components can be passed on to other family members as generation 
succeeds generation in migrating for work, and they can also retain a history or 
memory of past locations, configurations and events in which they have 
‘participated’. Each of the modular building units is at the same time a piece of 
technology that is one’s entry ticket into a digitally-mediated and digitally-constituted 
community, a status symbol / design statement and a repository for personal 
information that accrues the longer one owns it. The home thus becomes (among 
its other characteristics) a personal digital accessory that shares many cultural and 
functional characteristics with the mobile phone. Each of these components also 
has an address within the .flt.cn domain, adding physical objects to the virtual 
websites in this territory. Each site in the physical territory of the floating hukou 
would have a url address as well as an address in physical space. Any .flt.cn 
tagged component can be plugged in to any such site and become part of the 
machine-readable model of the material construct of the life world of the floating 
population (which is, in essence, a diffused, amorphous, shifting, ephemeral city). 
 
6.4.12. Walls 
A likely model for the first generation of structures on floating land would be the da 
yuan (big yards) that characterize the self-constructed autonomous migrant 
enclaves such as the former Zhejiangcun in Beijing. These walled compounds 
typically housed residents from a given geographical region of origin and were 
stewarded by “bosses” who provided security and facilities such as utilities and 
schools (as migrants have no right to avail of the protection or provisions that the 
municipal government provides urban citizens). 
 
The walled compound is a resilient communal architectural form (truly a ‘survival 
form’, in Carroll’s sense) in Chinese urbanism. Before the da yuan of the floating 
population were the dan wei, which housed work groups since the Cultural 
Revolution. These were preceded by the si he yuan, classical Chinese introverted 
urban courtyard houses for extended families, and rural forms of clan-based 
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residences such as the tu lou of the Hakka and the diao lou of Kaiping. The spatial 
partitioning of cities into districts distinguished by hierarchy, social group or function 
was also achieved by walls, most exemplarily in imperial Beijing, which was an 
extensive cellular tissue of walled zones, with the sequence of nested walled 
precincts of the Forbidden City at its center. The walled compound was inherited by 
subsequent generations with mutually antagonistic ideals, intentions, organizations, 
etc. yet it has a cultural resonance that is deeper than any of these. This spatial 
strategy has survived centuries of political and social changes and has housed and 
given architectural expression to the cohabitation of different types of social units 
throughout Chinese history.  
 
As in all periods of Chinese urbanism, a system of walls is a primary structuring 
system of this floating urbanism. The “walls” of floating urbanism are linear built 
elements that contain the utilities cables and pipes to distribute to the individual 
living units, provided by the settlement bosses to tenants. Because the city 
government provides no utilities, and the land must be abandoned within a few 
years, these units are mobile and reconfigurable (and .flt.cn-addressed). In the spirit 
of light urbanism (and of practicality) excavations are avoided and all utilities run 
within these re-usable walls. 
 
The public amenities of the settlement such as schools, meeting places and 
security stations are also components of this wall system. The floating population, 
by nature of the pact with the government, must provide most services for 
themselves. It can be hypothesised that the government will tolerate all sorts of 
these private initiatives if it cannot provide an alternative. Thus, there is good 
reason to develop services that are not anchored to the site, that are not lost when 
they are forced to move and that are easily deployable. 
 
Through sms spatial poems, the wall surrounding the “home” changes from a 
barrier that hides a private interior as a defensible territory, to a frame that presents 
a private interior as a message, and this characteristic is carried into the physical 
generation of this information architecture. The walls are laid out behind and 
between individual structures and not along the street, defining individual spaces 
but in a way that forms a backdrop for the individual living units rather than 
enclosing and concealing them, dividing from the neighbors but presenting the 
home to the street. The backdrop, like the frame of the mobile phone LCD screen, 
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is generic, with the personal “message” set off against it. In its generic character, it 
performs both the unifying and structuring function of traditional city walls and the 
framing and presenting function of the mobile phone screen. The walls exemplify 
the loop shown in figure 6.21. 
 
6.4.13. Physical arrangement and addressing 
The real-time updating data on physical configuration and status of elements can 
be applied to banal tasks like keeping an inventory of the parts and an addressing 
system of the inhabitants of a settlement, but would also be used in other practices, 
such as automatically updating the virtual version of the home to correspond to the 
current manifestation of the physical arrangement; or alternatively, automatically 
updating the physical version of the home to correspond to the current 
manifestation of the arrangement of the virtual home (whether automatically 
through actuators or through instructions issued for contractors). However, some 
may not choose to maintain a link between the virtual and physical representations 
of their home, either developing the two as separate structures or abandoning the 
virtual version once a physical version is attained. There is no central rule or system 
enforcing a specific behaviour. Beyond a structure’s potential reading as a 
mechanistic functional ensemble or formal composition, as indicated above, it can 
also be read as a semiotic – even literary – construction. Software capable of 
supporting grammatical or literary interpretations of residential structures or whole 
settlements as machine-readable models would be equally important in maintaining 
an understanding of the ‘functioning’ of these spaces. 
 
The relation between the physical and the virtual spaces of the floating hukou is 
real and close but not spatially isomorphic (though perhaps isomorphic by another 
logic). Neither space is simply a representation of the other. Nonetheless, a 
constant reciprocal practice of representation, in which each of the spaces is 
simultaneously the referent and the representation of the other, is what binds these 
two spaces together. 
 
6.4.14. Public space / communal space 
Where Chinese migrant communities have been able to create their own spaces, a 
social logic tends to inhere that is similar to that of a peer-to-peer community. 
Although the physical structure and amenities of a da yuan are typically provided by 
the da yuan’s “boss” in exchange for rent, the overall social organization of these 
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communities is modeled more on a flat network of collaborating equals than a 
hierarchical society. The da yuan is a platform that facilitates these networks 
without controlling them.  
 
As discussed, the public space of the traditional Asian city is defined more by the 
situated interaction of people in generic urban spaces compared to the Western 
urban strategy of designers creating specific spatial frames for prescribed urban 
activities (Shelton, 1999: 38-40). I extend this characteristic beyond a description of 
day-to-day life in urban space to propose a model for the formation of urban space 
as a social practice that solidifies social bonds and shared meanings by / whilst 
communally constructing physical referents for these meanings (the loop of 
association/practice, social/physical shown in figure 6.22). I refer back to 
Pfaffenberger’s (2001: 81) example of the yam houses of the Trobriand Islanders to 
propose that a “platform of ritual” be established on which a practice of tangible 




Figure 6.22: (left) public space / communal space 
Figure 6.23: (right) closing the loop of spatial practice 
 
The system of walls that form the backbone that gives structure and sustenance to 
a settlement in a functional sense also performs these functions in a psychological 
sense. The system is of necessity reconfigurable and modular, taking on a different 
dendriform arrangement each time it is moved, recombined and re-erected. The 
geomantic and parametric heritage of Chinese urbanism (see section 6.2.2 of this 
chapter) informs the approach to each new site as an interpretation of a generic 
spatial strategy in conversation with the particularities of a specific site. In the 
context of this scenario, the common spatial strategy is defined internally by the 
components and rules of combination of the wall components, in contrast to the 
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external parameters of ideal form placed on cities by classical Chinese urban rule 
systems. Traditionally, the site-specific forces in conversation with which a city 
achieves its form are represented in large part by geomantic beliefs such as feng 
shui in traditional Chinese city-making. 
 
Many practical applications of digital technologies in mediating the formative 
process can be imagined. The allocation of lots, the distribution and arrangement of 
utilities and urban amenities and other complex organizational processes could 
benefit from computer support and from a communal nature, in which an optimum 
design is achieved through systems able to moderate the accumulation of 
numerous actors pursuing their own self-interest. This type of application, however, 
does not achieve the social cohesion of the type described in the Trobriand Islander 
example, which is not a matter of negotiation or individuality at all, but rather a ritual 
in which each individual subjugates their own interests to the project of making real 
a structure (in the physical, social and semiotic sense) of communal significance, 
whose meaning is non-negotiable and evades utilitarian interpretation. 
 
Feng shui is a set of spatial principles adopted by urban planners, architects and 
individuals alike, in classical Chinese cities, and provides an example of a symbolic 
and ritualized communal spatial mythology that spans different realms of spatial 
practice, uniting different urban actors. There is no communally constructed 
physical structure as in Pfaffenberger’s example. Instead, feng shui exists as a 
latent set of forces that can be actualized in any man-made structure of any scale. 
 
The communal mythology of the floating population in this scenario inheres in the 
consensus to conceive of their territory as spanning physical space and virtual 
pseudo-spaces, which is supported by constantly enacted rituals that link these two 
modes of spatial practice performatively in the various moves and conventions 
outlined in the preceding pages. “Communal” is therefore not a bounded and 
localized type of space in the settlement, but a characteristic of the settlement as a 
whole that is not a result of zoning or planning but of an epiphenomenal communal 
investment of meaning through involvement in a set of practices to which one must 
submits to gain membership in the community. 
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6.4.15. Scenario conclusion 
The urban villages (chengzhongcun), the walled da yaun and the factory barracks 
in which many members of the floating population are now housed in China’s cities 
are examples of very specific Chinese urban forms that have arisen from a 
historically unique confluence of opportunities, demand and social groups in the late 
20th century and early 21st century. China’s cities continue to evolve, and the above 
scenario is an attempt to extrapolate new forms of urban habitation that could 
supplant or supplement such established models. 
 
The mediated urban spatial practices described in this scenario could also 
disappear within a decade or two, as China’s building boom and industrialization 
drive slow down, and the need for migrant labor and the supply of indeterminate 
‘floating’ land become scarce. Alternatively, ‘floating’ could become a long-term way 
of life for subsequent generations who continue to inhabit and develop the mediated 
urban world established by these moves, even as the wealth and societal standing 
of citizens of this third way of life increase.  
 
This scenario does not propose a system or a mode of control-as-restriction. It is 
neither a plan nor a design, though plans and designs exist at all stages and levels 
of the scenario. The space of the digital city opens up only through the interplay of 
these various practices. This is in distinction to some of the precedent projects that 
propose systems as servomechanisms for the city, providing supposedly 
benevolent and prescient systems that, in providing splendidly for specific 
predetermined dimensions of freedom in the city, structurally exclude many other 
potential dimensions of freedom. The urban paradigm of the type that I outline in 
the scenario above is culturally specific, not because of any profound cultural 
understanding or foresight on the part of the urban designer, but because it is a set 
of multi-actor cultural processes. The scenario is not a depiction of a system. It is 
neither exhaustive nor self-contained. It is an extraction of some threads from a 
web of practices that form a program of a hypothetical near future Chinese 
mediated city. The exclusion of some aspects excludes the discovery of some 
potential other threads. Widening the scope of disciplines would multiply the 
number of interactions and thus threads that would emerge. 
 
I have used the nine-square situational graphing convention I have developed for 
the mediated city to illustrate the way in which a program of one possible 
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instantiation of the mediated city is built up from a series of related practices. This 
mapping protocol allows me to demonstrate the added complexity and 
multimodality of this scenario, compared to any of the projects that I have analysed 
or developed in this study. This is not an exhaustive or definitive mapping of the 
scenario by any means. I have mapped only some of the many moves that combine 
to make up this scenario, and this mapping could certainly be continued for as long 
as one cared to extend the scenario. Already in the form it has attained, one can 
recognise certain qualities of this situation, beyond those that were intentionally 
input into the model, indicating its potential to support analysis, in addition to 
visualisation. For instance, the empty lower left two squares indicate that the 
addressing of the mediated city is anchored in the informational city, with both 
people and places being addressed via their projections into the informational city 
(i.e. the .flt.cn domain in the latest stage of the scenario).   
 
6.5. Approaching the mediated Chinese city conclusion 
This series of projects, culminating in a scenario, is not by any means a sequence 
of ‘failed’ approaches leading to a ‘correct’ or ‘final’ version. I abandoned each one 
not because of any perceived shortcoming in the approach itself, but because the 
project for which I proposed each approach was discarded. I revisited my concept 
of an approach to the mediated city each time I arrived at a new idea for a context 
within which to articulate my project; and each time I found that the approach had to 
be reconceived to allow me to address the situation on the terms by which I was 
presently conceiving my thesis. 
 
A characteristic that has persisted throughout all of the projects into the final 
scenario is the conceiving of each approach as a set of possibilities within which 
different design and living practices would unfold, rather than a designed system in 
itself. There is therefore no pretense at an absolute locus of control. However, it is 
the desire for control that inspires the setting up of these systems, and the 
transcending of control that inspires the appropriations within the systems. The 
dynamic of this mode of urbanism is driven by the establishment of modes of 
control of spatial practice and transcendence of these modes of control by urban 
citizens even as they inhabit the spaces cleared by these strategies. In creating a 
space of its own where its rules can reign, every strategy at the same time provides 
the affordances for subversion of these rules performatively from within (Wellman, 
1999). 
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The shift from project to scenario is significant. With this transition, I abandoned the 
ambition of setting up a situation to anticipate and cater for the needs or desires of 
future Chinese urbanites. Instead, I project one of a great many possible scenarios 
for the interplay of actors. In leaving behind the format of the project, I am no longer 
privileging the point of view of the designers in telling the story of mediated 
urbanism. However, I am also not denigrating the role of designers, who appear as 
actors at many points in this scenario. However, I have left behind the pretence of 
the designer as leader of these urban processes. None of the actors is at the top of 
the hierarchy because there is no hierarchy, nor is there any position from which an 
actor can define an end towards which the city will be coaxed because this process 
by nature has no end, in that the mediated city only exists through its constant and 
real time performance. No one is in control (restriction) but all are in the role to 
control (keep equilibrium). Everyone else’s efforts are the context for everyone’s 
actions.  
 
Digital mediation opens a field of potential for the future development of urban 
spatial practice, but in itself does not pre-determine or prioritise the actualisation of 
one of the many possible futures implicit in this field of potential over the others. 
The futures that emerge will be influenced by the choices and ‘moves’ made by 
urban actors within this field of possibilities. While not presuming to predict a likely 
future above all the others, in the scenario with which the previous chapter 
culminates, I have proposed potential ‘moves’ that could be taken within this 
context, to exemplify the types of urban practices I am trying to articulate, to aid in 
the refinement of said articulation, and to serve as ‘probes’ to draw comment and 
critique, from myself as well as from others, at various stages during my progress. 
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7.Conclusion         
 
Contents 
 7.1. Introduction       248 
 7.2. Overview of the study      249 
 7.3. On the process       251 
  7.3.1. From object to activity to process   252 
  7.3.2. From project to conversation   253 
  7.3.3. From controlling to understanding   254 
7.4. The role of stories in making futures    255 
7.5. Contribution and future work     257 
 
7.1. Introduction 
Rheingold (1993: 231) saw two possible paths of future development for the use of 
digital networks in the city. He proposed that these networks could either be used 
for the social exchange of user-generated content about the city, or they would 
become just another distribution network for the passively consumed products of 
broadcast commerce. My concept of the mediated city rests on the premise that 
only in the former of these two variants could justify that the practices that are 
performed via these networks be referred to as “urban”. However, beyond 
Rheingold’s idea of digital networks as channels for systems of exchange, I 
propose that these networks be conceived not only as venues of social interaction, 
but also as mediators in the process that constitutes and sustains the mediated city 
as a communal project. 
 
McCullough (2006:29) sees urbanism in “the way in which people obtain, layer and 
manage their connections”. Although he makes this point specifically regarding 
urban citizens’ mediation of their day-to-day urban lives through digital 
communications technologies, I would suggest that this statement can be 
generalized to apply to the full range of modes of digitally mediated urban spatial 
practice that make up the program of the mediated city, as I have defined it in the 
introduction of this document: including practices of mediated urban life, mediated 
urban design and mediated urban planning. If we take McCullough’s above 
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statement to characterise urbanism, then the city can be conceived in terms of the 
structures of meaning that are constructed by urban actors through the process of 
connecting (i.e. interfacing). 
 
The mediated city is an interface – a space generated through a communal process 
of construction of meaning through conversation between urban actors, within each 
of the three above-mentioned realms of urban spatial practice as well as between 
the different realms. This thesis begins with the proposition that the ways in which 
urban actors are appropriating digital technologies in urban spatial practice has the 
potential to transform not just the practices that take place in the city but the very 
processes of the genesis of urban space and form, and indeed that nascent signs 
of such transformations can be observed in current digitally-mediated urban spatial 
practice. 
 
My initial hunch, that led to the proposition from which I initiated this research, was 
inspired by an observation: that digital technology networks and applications are 
being used increasingly by all types of urban actors to mediate their interactions 
with(in) the city. This characteristic is by no means unique to urban spatial practice 
and indeed is a commonplace development across many facets of human activity. 
However, my hunch was that the digital mediation of urban spatial practice had 
more profound implications for the city than may be immediately apparent in an 
observed predilection among urbanites for digital technology gadgets and systems.  
 
I propose that, when considered together and analyzed in terms of their 
commonalities and interrelations, these practices can be conceptualized as 
manifestations of a broad phenomenon in urbanism that I named the “mediated 
city”, and that this program of practices could be consolidated in a common 
conceptual basis of ways in which the city is perceived, conceived and lived 
differently because the perception, conception and living of the urban environment 
is mediated by digital technologies. 
 
7.2. Overview of the study 
My purposes in undertaking this research have been to gain a grounded 
understanding of a present observed situation (the digital mediation of urban spatial 
practice), to devise a conceptual framework of the program of the “mediated city” 
based on this understanding, and to apply this framework to the imagining of future 
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developments in an instantiation of this situation within a specific context – 21st 
century urban China. 
 
I identified, characterised and surveyed literature on three realms of mediated 
urban spatial practice (life, design and planning), and on technological and 
conceptual developments in the relationships between space, materiality and digital 
mediation through new paradigms of digital technology applications. I gained an 
understanding of the current “info-urbanisation” of China, through readings related 
to issues in 21st century Chinese urbanism as well as on the culturally specific ways 
in which digital technologies are being used in mediated Chinese urban spatial 
practice. Other categories of references aided me in comprehending a sequence of 
concepts regarding the production of meaning in urban contexts and digital 
interfaces and networks – from semiotics through discourses to practices, 
culminating in cybernetics – that served as a basis for the vocabulary by which I 
relate my conceptual understanding and framework of the mediated city. 
 
I pursued the goals of gaining an understanding of the found situation and 
articulating a conceptual framework thereof through the application of grounded 
theory methodology to three datasets drawn from existing thought and practice in 
mediated urban life, mediated urban design and mediated urban planning, 
respectively. I addressed the third purpose of this study – that of elaborating a 
possible near-future mediated urbanism scenario in a 21st century Chinese urban 
context – by application of scenario-building methodology, based in the 
understanding of the existing Chinese mediated urban situation gained from my 
background readings, and using the insights and conceptual structures of the 
mediated city that I had defined through grounded theory. 
 
I have arrived at, and I present in this document, results from each of the three 
facets of this research, corresponding to the three purposes of my PhD study. I 
codify my understanding of existing practices of mediated urban life, mediated 
urban design and mediated urban planning in categories and grounded claims 
regarding characteristics of these categories, by which I conceptualise practices in 
mediated urban life, design and planning, respectively. I represent my conceptual 
framework for the mediated city using two mapping conventions, applied to 
visualising relationships and distinctions within and between the three realms of 
practice, accompanied by the assertion of a set of seven principles that 
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characterise my understanding of the mediated city. Following a preface of three 
project proposals illustrating the evolution of my own approach to envisioning 
potential instantiations of the mediated city, I exemplify the understanding of 
mediated urbanism that I have assembled through this research through a 
grounded narrative of an interrelated set of mediated urban moves in the form of a 
near-future scenario centred on China’s migrant population. 
 
7.3. On the process 
Research is a process of change. The researcher’s understanding of a situation 
changes through having researched it. Furthermore, others’ understanding of the 
situation may also change by their exposure to the researcher’s attempts to 
communicate his understanding, and their comparison of their understanding of the 
situation to their understanding of the researcher’s communication1. 
 
One cannot separate change in understanding from change in an individual, as an 
understanding is always the understanding by an individual person. The idea that 
the researcher himself is that which is being worked upon – both the agent and the 
object of change – is pivotal and quite explicit in the case of a PhD. An implicit 
presupposition in the notion of a PhD is that the researcher will change through 
having done the research, meriting the conferment of a new academic designation. 
 
In the preceding chapters I have endeavoured to communicate, through various 
means, my understanding of the situation of the digital mediation of urban spatial 
practice, as well as the process by which I have arrived at that understanding. In 
the following paragraphs, I take a higher-level, retrospective view on the research, 
to extract three narratives by which to elucidate the nature of the change that my 
understanding has undergone – not just in terms of what I have found out by posing 
the questions that I posed, but in terms of the nature of questions and approach to 
questioning a situation that I find relevant – to tell the story of the research not only 
in terms of what I have done, but what having done it has done to me. 
 
                                                
1 According to Pask’s Conversation Theory, this does not mean that a readers’ understanding of a 
situation will necessarily be changed to correspond to the understanding of the author of a study on 
that situation, even in cases in which this is the earnest intent of both reader and author, nor can either 
the author or the reader unequivocally verify if the two understandings are congruent. 
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7.3.1. From object to activity to process 
The original working title of my thesis was “Urban Place as Interface in 21st-century 
China”. At the time that I proposed this title, it did not seem to me to be a 
contentious proposition. As I outlined in the literature review, there exists a 
substantial body of literature on “mediated places” and “mediated cities”, and I saw 
this title as a simple indication of my intent to investigate the manifestations and 
implications of this phenomenon within a specific – culturally, geographically and 
temporally bounded – urban context. However, in the course of my research 
process, my evolving understanding of the mediated city inspired me to abandon 
the object-focused idea of the city by which I had originally conceived the mediated 
city as a digitally-mediated environment (an “urban place”) or a digitally-mediating 
artefact (an “interface”), for an activity-focused idea of the city as a set of digitally-
mediated practices into which material is appropriated. This point of view was in 
turn replaced by an appreciation of the city as a process, within which urban form 
and urban meaning are constructed, and within which individual practices can be 
understood not as isolated actions or interactions, but as components in the 
iterative cycle by which a city is perpetuated, which I model as the urban cycle in 
sub-section 5.2.2, in which I also describe examples of mediated urbanism, not in 
terms of designs, nor of practices, but as interventions into, and manipulations of, 
the process represented by the urban cycle itself.  
 
Segal (1986: 33) remarks on the tendency of nominalization, “the linguistic process 
of turning verbs into nouns”, instilled by the bias of language2. This tendency 
encourages users of language, for instance, to think of knowledge as a thing that 
can be “passed on” rather than a process of an individual integrating new 
experiences with previous ones; or to believe that a psychiatric condition is a thing 
that can be clinically “removed”, rather than a process of behaviour (ibid: 33-34). A 
similar prejudice characterised my starting conception of the city as a thing that 
could be the object of a design, so that my beginning proposition was founded on 
an assumption that the city, or the urban place, is an object that possesses certain 
characteristics, rather than a process from which these characteristics emerge. 
Because of the sustained failure of this line of investigation in allowing me to 
conceptualise the program of the mediated city, I gradually loosened and then 
discarded the presumption of nominalization in favour of a view of the city as a 
process of constant becoming. 
                                                
2 Segal makes this remark specifically regarding Indo-European languages. 
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7.3.2. From project to conversation 
I set out, early in my process, to investigate the question of the appropriate format 
for a design brief for a mediated urban place. However, my attempts to find an 
appropriate format and scope for such a design brief never succeeded in 
accounting for the dimensions by which I was beginning, at the time, to form an 
understanding of the mediated city. Many of the practices and concepts that I was 
encountering in my readings and observations, which I was assemblng as 
fragments and indications of aspects of what I mean by the “mediated city”, were 
outside of the traditional area of control of designers and planners, and in some 
cases circumvented or subverted the frames put in place by architects and 
designers. And any attempts to expand the purview of planning or design to include 
such practices threatened to stultify them in the act of integration. 
 
I initially approached this thesis from a specific standpoint, conditioned by my 
professional background  – that of an urban designer and planner – and the way in 
which I stated my proposition reflected the bias of this approach. I perceived the  
“urban place as interface” as a design problem, around which boundaries could 
(must) be drawn and over which control could (must) be exercised. However, the 
mediated city, as I have defined it, is not contained within those aspects of the city 
that are designed by urban designers or planned by urban planners, nor is it a 
“given” environment that is “used” by urban citizens. It is constructed continuously 
and performatively through practices in the use of digital technologies in mediating 
interaction in and on the city by urban actors in all of these realms. 
 
The mediated city is not a project that can be defined or controlled from the vantage 
of any one of the three realms of urban spatial practice. Nor is it merely an 
accumulation of mediated urban practices. I argue for an understanding of the 
mediated city that represents the city as a process of conversation sustained by 
interactions between “moves” initiated from all three of the vantage points, acting 
within and upon the urban cycle, continuously and simultaneously. A conversation 
cannot be designed3, but this does not mean that designers and planners are 
impotent in the conversation that is the mediated city. They are participants, among 
many others, in this conversation. I have described the positions and strategies of 
designers and planners in the mediated city within the practices of mediated urban 
                                                
3 That would be a script, not a conversation. This recalls the functional ‘scriptings’ of mediated places 
in sub-section 4.4.1, which reflect an ‘interface’ view of mediated places, as an object with which one 
supposedly interacts. 
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design and mediated urban planning, while also indicating the ways in which 
boundaries and distinctions between traditional areas of professional control are 
called into question by actual practice in the mediated city. The final manifestation 
of my thesis proposes a conceptualisation of the mediated city, although the original 
narrow focus on design has been supplanted by a broader understanding of the 
practices involved in urban genesis, subsumed under the term “approaches”. 
 
7.3.3. From controlling to understanding 
My above exposition regarding my shift from an object-based to an action-based to 
a process-based concept of the city implies a parallel adjustment of the way each 
urban actor perceives the nature of their participation in the city. The four phases of 
the urban cycle that I have defined – design, build, inhabit, reflect – also correspond 
to established realms of urban action, each “owned” by a particular set of urban 
actors4, perpetuating the bias of nominalization by parceling off the four phases as 
separate territories. 
 
I approached this research explicitly from the point of view of a designer 
accustomed to operating within the design phase of the cycle, and implicitly from 
the point of view of an urban citizen, at home in the inhabit phase. As a designer, 
cognizant of my role in the urban cycle, I began with the assumption that the goal of 
this study would be to devise a tool, method or strategy that could support me in 
designing in the mediated city. I arrived at a conceptualization of the mediated city 
that by nature transcends the control of designs or plans, because the strategies 
and practices of design are subsumed within the conversation of the mediated city, 
and not the other way around.  
 
What is required to participate in a conversation is not strategy but understanding, 
understood as a process in which one is constantly involved and not a thing that 
one acquires and subsequently possesses. And understanding can only ever be 
acquired from involvement in the conversation to which it applies. While no single 
actor or group of actors designs the mediated city, every actor has an influence on 
the mediated city in the way they approach it. And an approach is informed by 
understanding. 
 
                                                
4 Inhabitation is the most inclusive of these, practiced by all urban citizens. It is also the least 
privileged. 
CHAPTER 7. CONCLUSION 
 255 
• With a strategy, one aims to control a project, in a relation of linear causality 
• Understanding enables one to approach a conversation, and is also 
generated from conversation, in a cyclical manner. 
 
Some of the proposals from the mediated urban design and mediated urban 
planning datasets that I analyze in this study illustrate approaches to the mediated 
city, which apply design to the facilitation of interaction supporting the construction 
of understanding between the phases of the urban process, rather than merely 
exercising strategies of control within the traditionally-circumscribed realm of design. 
 
The fusedspace competition entry Intensive Care (are there any signs of life yet?)5, 
for instance, proposes a system that mediates and catalyses the communal 
definition and enactment of urban design measures without setting limits or 
parameters on what these measures might be, their ideological background or 
aesthetic. The Knowbotic Research project 10_dencies6 is an example of a related 
ethos applied to the urban planning level. The media representations of personal 
urban histories collected in this project are not used to somehow derive 
consequences for the planning or design of the city, but are rather re-inserted into 
the urban cycle through their promulgation in exhibitions and web-based media. 
These projects do not pretend to contain, model or anticipate of the whole cycle. 
They acknowledge their immersed-ness in the urban cycle and aspire to enable 
conversation and thus co-construction of understanding between phases, not to 
enforce a specific understanding onto an urban place (in the case of urban design) 
or a set of constraints on the space of the city (in the case of urban planning). Such 
proposals are indicative of the kind of approaches to mediating interaction in the 
city, with the goal of supporting the process of conversation that generates, 
sustains, and is the mediated city. 
 
7.4. The role of stories in making futures 
A number of considerations informed my choice of a scenario – rather than, for 
example, a design project, a design brief, or a design method – to illustrate the 
principles of the mediated city. In the Methodology chapter of this thesis, I propose 
that a scenario, in the most general sense, is a story, used as a tool, and that the 
use to which such a tool is put depends on who is using it and with what end in 
                                                
5 See sub-section 4.4.2 under the topic “interaction as generator of space” 
6 see project description in sub-section 4.5.1  
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mind). My purpose in constructing a scenario is to support an understanding of a 
situation, not to seek strategies to attempt to exercise control over it (which, as I 
have written above, is inimical to the character of the mediated city). My goal is, 
from my vantage point as a researcher, operating in the “reflect” phase of the urban 
cycle, to make a contribution of an order analogous to that being proposed by the 
two projects discussed in the preceding paragraph are making from the vantage 
point of the “design” phase. Namely, to contribute to the conversation of the 
mediated city by applying research to the construction of understanding between 
phases of the urban process. 
 
I have appealed7 to parallels between my model of the urban cycle and similar 
models proposed for others to conceptualise processes of research and of learning. 
I understand the relations between urban actors in the mediated city not in terms of 
structures of control, but in processes of learning. Each individual urban actor is 
both a teacher and a learner in the cycle, rather than a follower (or subverter) and a 
giver (or withholder) of instructions. 
 
Certeau (1984: 42) sees stories as generators of space. Comparing them to the 
rituals used by the ancient Romans to symbolically open up a space for military 
excursions beyond the boundaries of the empire, he writes, “Like the Roman 
fētiāles, stories ‘go in a procession’ ahead of social practices in order to open a field 
for them. Decisions and juridical combinations themselves come only afterwards,…” 
(ibid: 124). At the frontiers of a territory (of space or of knowledge) stories found a 
space where none previously exists. They “create the field” within which actions can 
be undertaken and practices practiced. 
 
There are many historical examples of poetic narratives of the city that have 
provided complex, coherent and enticing ideas and images of urban futures that 
have entered into the cultural vocabulary of planners, designers and even urban 
citizens in general, and thus into the urban cycle. In turn, one can discern the 
influence of these ideas in the forms of urban plans, design and even life that 
emerge. Wright’s (1943; Hall, 2002: 2) Broadacre City, LeCorbusier’s (Hall, 2002: 
223) Ville Radieuse, for example, though not reified in the pure form envisioned by 
the architects, have had broad effects on the way cities have been imagined and 
therefore made throughout the 20th century.  
                                                
7 see subsection 5.2.2. 
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My choice of these two particular visions to explain this principle should not be 
taken as indicative of any pretensions as to the potential or desirable impact of the 
ideas I am presenting, or of any scenarios for that matter. The heroic Modernist 
predilections of the architectural profession in the early 20th century, with the 
general positivist climate of the time, contributed to a context in which such utopian 
visions could take hold across whole societies. I consciously site my approach 
within the mediated city, as I have come to understand it, as a process of 
conversation and negotiation, not of grand plans and top-down imposition. I see my 
scenario, not as the end of a conversation, i.e. not a solution or resolution, but as a 
set of statements in a conversation, in which I pick up on previous statements by 
others in this conversation, and wait in anticipation to discover what statements my 
declaration will evoke. 
 
In this sense, the projects of the British group Archigram provide a good illustration. 
Though neither predicting nor prescribing a future for the city, the ideas generated 
by Archigram provide strong images that have inspired designers and architects – 
at times consciously and at times subliminally – and have even entered into the 
collective popular imagination of the future of the city. These ideas are not directly 
formative in the sense of urban designs, nor directly performative in the sense of 
urban life, but they enter into the urban cycle at the threshold between “reflection” 
and “design”. To see them as designs or as predictions is to miss the point. Their 
place within the extended family of ideas and images that feed the urban process is 
different than that of designs or predictions. They are scenarios: internally coherent 
and engaging stories – not instructions or explanations – which are all the more 
engaging for this reason. 
 
7.5. Contribution and future work 
I have produced three orders of results from this study, attributable to the three 
initial stated purposes of my research: 
 
My endeavor to gain and articulate a grounded understanding of the ways in which 
the use of digital technologies in the planning, design and inhabitation of cities are 
affecting urban spatial practice has led to the definition and characterisation of 
categories by which the practices of different actors in the mediated city are 
practicing. This grounded codification of the situation is of potential interest to 
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researchers in sociology as well as design. In the literature review, I identify a 
stream of scholarly work dealing with sociological aspects in the use of digital 
technologies. The results of this phase of my research provide a road map of sorts 
towards approaching the mediated city in this vein. Each of the categories and 
characterisations points towards a relevant topic for further sociological study into 
the motivations and situated practices of different urban actors in the mediated city, 
and a set of claims and characterisations to guide hypotheses and propositions. 
 
In pursuing the construction of a conceptual model of approaches to the program of 
the “mediated city” that integrates these mediated urban spatial practices, I have 
created a grounded theoretical construct that can enter into the discourse of the 
mediated city, to be appropriated, adapted, applied, extended or challenged by 
other researchers. The application of this model, and the cartographic tools I have 
developed, to the analysis and differentiation of different mediated cities will allow 
the further articulation and precision of the model and a structured understanding of 
a variety of mediated urban contexts.  
 
The scenario, the result of my work on the third purpose of my research, is the least 
obviously “applicable” of the three. By extrapolating a near future scenario for the 
continued development of the digital mediation of urban spatial practice in the 
Chinese urban context, I am proffering a vision – not intended as predictive or 
prescriptive – that enters back into the discourse of urban futures from which I drew 
its inspiration. In the course of this study, I have developed a method for the 
structured and grounded imagining of possible futures, characterized by the 
methodological linking of grounded theory to scenario building and incorporating 
cartographic tools. This approach is distinct from any scenario-building technique of 
which I am aware. This method emerged gradually through my seeking appropriate 
approaches to understanding the situation under study, so was never formalized as 
an integral process. Because of the structured yet open platform for further 
explorations into the mediated city represented by this method, the codification and 
refinement of the essential elements, steps and techniques of this method could 
allow its development into a tool for approaching future-oriented understanding of 
different complex situations of multiple actors. 
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Example Survival Forms 
 
MEDIATED URBAN LIFE 
ADDRESS 
AD1 Imposed upon the text of the city as a set of locations (occupied by people) is another layer 
of addresses corresponding to people (occupying locations), and this latter layer is quickly becoming 
the space in which most urban dwellers find it useful and meaningful to live their lives and conduct 
their interactions with one another. 
 AD2 Addresses remain the interface to the space of city, but the flow of addresses cum people 
through space (as probes) replaces the fixity of address on a place. The spatial model of digital 
communications technologies is contained in the millions of simultaneous locational-information-laden 
messages that define the state of the system at a given moment. 
AD3 The conventions used in addressing within digital communications forums introduce other 
levels to the interplay between address and place. Because cellular phones typically take the area 
code of the city in which they are registered, users continue to be ‘located’ in the telespace of their 
home city, even if they are physically thousands of kilometers from home. 
AD4 The ‘at’ (@) in Internet addresses introduces a type of faux locatedness. Increasingly, at any 
given time, a person is ‘at’ several addresses, with the “at” implying different degrees of 
personalization and locational fixity in each of the various addressing systems. 
AD5 Because they are not location-fixed, Internet addresses and cellular phone numbers do not 
have the potential to support this connotative level of signification. Without prior knowledge of a 
person, one can make no assumptions about them from their address. 
AD6 Addresses become much less like coordinates and much more like names. In a sense, the 
space of the city is collapsed to a single space, in which one does not have to search in multiple 
locations for a person, but just call the person’s name. 
AD7 As conventional street addresses and fixed phone lines become less relevant and useful for 
the manner in which people use and understand the city, the phenomenological practice of inhabiting 
the city described in the case of Tokyo seems to apply increasingly to digitally mediated cities in 
general. Each person has become an address unto themselves and the experience of reading the city 
becomes one of constantly finding and re-finding one another. 
 
WAYFINDING 
WA1 The central question one asks in using the modern city is often not “where is it?” but rather 
“how do I access it?”, in other words not where it is located in space but rather which ‘path’ one needs 
to call up to connect to it. A path is understood not as a line through urban space that one must 
traverse but a dimensionless connection between oneself and that which one wants to reach. 
WA2 The cellular phone has been termed the “compass and beacon” of the users of contemporary 
cities. By this analogy, the landmark takes precedents above the other categories of Lynch’s city 
image. The landmarks by which one orients and guides oneself through the city are not fixed 
structures but fellow urbanites (with their cellular phones) who are themselves mobile. 
WA3 Navigation in websites may be a model for how people navigate the city “through intangible 
information cues”. A web site is as much a logical experiential array of meaningfully-linked spaces as 
any example of architecture or urban design. 
WA4 The digital mediation of the practice of wayfinding through the space of the modern city is re-
introducing an emphasis on the phenomenological and real-time (as opposed to abstract and fixed) 
dimensions of physical spatial experience.  
APPROACHES TO THE MEDIATED CITY 
 278
MEDIATED URBAN LIFE 
CATEGORIES OF SPACE 
CA1 The category ‘workplace’ ceases to be associated exclusively with a given place, space or 
position and becomes defined tautologically as the place in which one happens to be working. Much 
more, it comes to be associated with a set of increasingly mobile and personalized tools and, 
intangibly, with a state of mind. ‘At work’ ceases to signify a place and remains as a signifier of a 
‘state’ that could be anywhere and is, increasingly, everywhere. Work and non-work are modes rather 
than places: shifting qualities of people rather than fixed qualities of spaces. 
CA2 If the office phone is a metonymy for the workplace, and the home phone for the home, then 
the cell phone can be seen to constitute a type of ‘third place’. Physically, the third space is now 
potentially anywhere and everywhere: it has subsumed the first and second places as well as all the 
non-places between. 
CA3 With a cellular phone, one is potentially always on call. The time and space structure of the 
day can be interrupted and re-arranged at any time. The ‘third place’ becomes effectively a potential 
space of surveillance rather than retreat, reversing the accustomed relationship. 
CA4 The cellular phone blurs the boundaries between a person’s different roles. Certain personal 
calls would not be made to the office phone and one may hesitate to disturb someone ‘at home’ (i.e. 
on the home phone) with a work-related issue. However the cellular phone, being tied to a person 
rather than a place, presents the ever-present possibility of invasion of one role into the space of 
another role. 
CA5 People in public space on cell phones are communicating, as one is expected to do in public 
space, but not with those in the same physical space. Indeed, the interactions that they are having 
may be quite private in nature, of the sort that would not be deemed appropriate ‘out in the open’ of 
public space if the conversation were being held with someone standing next to them. Public space is 
thus being fragmented into many private spaces, to the extent where it becomes a ‘common living 
room’. Like the role ‘at work’, the role ‘at home’ becomes a mode into which city dwellers may switch 
at any time, regardless of the space in which they currently find themselves. 
 
COMMUNITY 
CO1 As the physical neighborhood becomes drained of semiotic content, the website as an 
anchor for a virtual community of choice become (over)invested with it, while online forums such as 
chat rooms, bulletin boards and newsgroups, with the accompanying websites, form virtual ‘third 
places’ with a much higher degree of  ‘defensibility’ against unwelcome incursion than the cellular-
phone-as-third-place. A website performs the semiotic role in virtual space that the ‘neighborhood’ 
may once have performed in physical space. Namely, it presents an integral and self-contained visible 
presence that may be visited by outsiders but ‘belongs’ to members of the community that it 
simultaneously houses and signifies. 
CO2 The point of access to the communication spaces of the Internet is typically from a computer 
within the private home, bringing the realm of (digital) community interactions into the (physical) home. 
This phenomenon is the inverse of the fragmentary privatization of public space by cell phone users 
mentioned above, with potentially similarly disruptive consequences. 
CO3 The extreme variant of the turning-inside-out of urban space can be seen in the proliferation 
of pseudo-neighborhoods, secessionary ‘network spaces’. Inward-looking and closed to their 
surroundings, these housing developments, office complexes, multi-use projects and other building 
typologies withdraw from interaction with the physical space of the city whilst opening themselves up 




CHINESE MEDIATED URBAN LIFE 
 
THE TEXTUALISATION OF PUBLIC SOCIAL PRACTICE 
TX1 Chinese cellular phone practice is unique in that few people habitually use their phone for 
speaking to others. It has been estimated that less than 30 per cent of cell phones in China are used 
to make calls. 
TX2 An SMS message, even if composed openly in public, doesn’t infringe on the public realm in 
the way that a spoken conversation does. Whether composing a text message or playing a game – 
another popular use for cell phones in China – the typical Chinese cellular phone user subtracts 
themselves from participation in public space but does not replace their absence with a jarringly 
superimposed fragment of private space into public space through their audible conversations. 
TX3 SMS provides a channel for modes of expression that are potentially awkward in face-to-face 
or telephone conversations in Chinese culture. It allows one to express oneself in a personal manner 
that also allows one to maintain distance and composure, especially in romantic matters. This also 
gives Chinese young people a channel of communication in which they can both transgress and 
respect Chinese society’s disdain for public displays of emotion or intimacy.  
TX4 In contrast to claims that haste-driven sloppiness in English-language chat room and SMS 
communications is reducing written language to a choppy transcription of the spoken vernacular, there 
are indications that Chinese SMS users value the opportunity presented by text messaging to use a 
more refined and composed method of expression in their social relations. Rather than imposing the 
social forms of collocated youth culture on mediated communication, at least some Chinese SMS 
users see the value in maintaining this medium as a parallel channel enabling different modes of 
expression in their social interactions. In terms of spatial practice, this means that it is the nature and 
tone of the message, and not necessarily physical distance alone, which inspires Chinese youth to 
communicate via SMS rather than face-to-face. 
TX5 The composing of mobile phone messages as a mass medium has become a lucrative 
profession for writers hired by telecommunications firms to write jokes and other messages, which are 
then sent en masse to customers with the hope that they will forward them onward to friends, 
generating revenue for the company. SMS messages are even used as a type of public distribution 
network for poetry and literature. 
TX6 One migrant worker, who calls himself the ‘cell phone poet’, is among those who has adopted 
the SMS as a form of poetry and sees the writing and sending of text message poems as a way to 
integrate himself into the city where he is a temporary resident. Without a physical space in the city to 
call his own, nor a public platform or venue for self-expression, he is nonetheless able to practice a 
very public art form that suffuses the space of the city, very quickly becoming both pervasive and 
anonymous, like the floating population itself. 
TX7 The mobile phone and China’s mobile population, who are often far from home with no fixed 
address and are constantly on the lookout for the next employment opportunity in an informal job 
market, seem well suited to one another. 
TX8 Service providers looking for a new target demographic, now that the typical core cell phone 
user market appears to be saturated, are beginning to tailor some of their services for this huge group 
of potential users. It is estimated that 60 to 70 per cent of new mobile phone service subscribers are 
migrant workers. 
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THE INTERNET AS SOCIAL SPACE 
SO1 The Internet is perceived by some in China as an alternative social space, where things are 
possible that are not allowed in the physical space of the city. There is a relative lack of government 
interference and a loosening of social restrictions in the communities of choice that form around chat 
rooms, bulletin boards, web logs and other online social forums. 
SO2 People seek and find sites on the Internet for activities that are banned from the physical 
space of the city. A planned memorial service for a female student in Beijing who was murdered just 
before the anniversary of the Tienanmen Square massacre was forbidden by the authorities. 
Nonetheless, an online service was organised and attended by over a thousand people, who also 
used the event to protest for better campus security. 
SO3 Chat rooms in China have emerged as venues where people meet for purposes of organising 
meetings in physical space and especially sexual liaisons. Chat rooms are an important parallel 
channel of communication in what has been called China’s sexual revolution, providing spaces for 
open discussions and exchange of information on topics that would not be acceptable ‘out in the open’ 
of physical public urban space. The advent of online discussion venues constitutes essentially the 
opening-up of a new type of social space that evokes the potential of new modes of social discourse 
that were difficult to conceive, much less practice, within the control-saturated physical public spaces 
of the city.  
SO4 Web logs in China are also highly personal online spaces. However, because by nature the 
authors of these sites can be easily identified and held accountable for all content of their log, web log 
writers tend to steer clear of statements that could cause them to be labelled as political dissidents. 
Blogs most certainly play a role in disseminating information within China and beyond, but the most 
popular and numerous are used either for fairly innocuous purposes or as platforms for exhibitionists 
catering to the prurient with the promulgation of explicit personal stories and images of a sexual 
nature, which are apparently not as strictly self-censored or government-censored as social or political 
discourse. 
SO5 Bulletin boards are the most popular online forums for political discussions, because of the 
much better protection of anonymity provided by these forums. Although content that is overtly 
controversial or critical of government policy is routinely censored from bulletin boards, and particularly 
subversive discussion forums are shut down, the discussion forum can always pick up again at 
another address under another name. 
SO6 Hesitance on the part of the Chinese government to hinder progress in the development of 
the Internet in China may temper exercise of too-strict controls or limitations to online communications 
venues. The implications of existing government policy for web-based communications are also not 
unambiguous. 
MODES OF GOVERNMENT CONTROL 
GO1 Internet cafes are required to keep an online log of all user activity for the past three months, 
to actively transmit information on customers’ web-surfing activities to the police and to install 
mandatory software that blocks access to hundreds of thousands of sites.  
GO2 In digitally-mediated interactions as well as interactions in physical space, the private home 
remains the space of comparative individual freedom, for those few who can afford a computer and 
private access to the Internet. 
GO3 Although in many ways perceived and used as spaces of relative freedom, access to these 
virtual venues of the digital communications is not a public right but a privilege that must be bought 
from a commercial enterprise whose rules one must follow in order to participate. This is an extension 
of the privatisation of the public realm into virtual space. 
GO4 The digital communications media are in some ways easier for the government to invisibly 
monitor than the physical spaces of the city, and the spectre of surveillance hangs over any exchange 
that happens within these media. 
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HUMAN LINKS 
HU1 ‘Human relays’ are very important links in the chain of communication, stepping in 
where the network leaves off and helping social groups to hurdle government-imposed and 
geographical barriers. 
HU2 Messages can spread extremely quickly via text message forwarding, with little or 
no chance of governmental blocking. It is typical in China that news about events is spread 
throughout a city and the country first by individuals using digital communications 
technologies before being announced by the government. 
HU3 Chinese students at universities abroad and members of expatriate Chinese 
communities serve as ‘human proxies’, forwarding content from blocked and forbidden 
websites to their friends and family in China, who then disseminate it within the country. 
Proxy servers set up outside of China provide Chinese Internet users with access to 
forbidden sites both abroad and, ironically, inside China as well. 
HU4 Human links are also important in integrating rural areas with limited digital 
infrastructure into the informatized culture of the more privileged urban areas of China. In a 
recent United Nations Development Programme (UNDP) initiative, agriculture technology 
centres with Internet access have been established in rural schools, turning the classroom 
into the point of access to information for rural areas and turning the children into 
‘information multipliers’ who are given access to information through the Internet, which they 
then disseminate to their families and villages. Such measures bring about the 
superimposition of a mode of digitally-mediated spatial practice upon the traditionally-
structured physical spatial practice of rural villages in potentially jarring ways. 
HU5 The use of the digitally mediated communications technologies in China has 
become integrated into the day-to-day spatial practice of urbanites and is generating its own 
genre of urban legends and inspiring other forms of popular culture. A 2004 Chinese movie 
titled ‘Mobile Phone’, in which a TV talk show host uses the locational non-fixity of his 
mobile phone to lie to his wife about his whereabouts in order to hide an affair, is currently 
fuelling mistrust of the cellular phone as a disingenuous medium whose very mobility makes 
it suspect because it can be used to camouflage lies or cause misapprehensions about the 
spatial location and, by extension, the activity of the caller. 
HU6 The recent news of a Beijing businessman paying US$215,000 for a ‘lucky’ cell 
phone number invites comparisons to the premium prices paid for offices or residences in 
auspiciously-numbered buildings or storeys, indicating that some aspects of the folk-
mythology of Chinese urban spatial practice have their counterparts in the attribution of 
value to addresses in virtual space. 
HU7 Until recently, the development of digital networks in China has followed a similar 
trajectory as in many countries, aimed at the needs and preferences of the middle-class 
demographic. However, there are indications that the traditional market for mobile phone 
and Internet users in China is approaching saturation, and that any further substantial 
growth will require finding ways to tap non-traditional markets, such as has already been 
noted in regard to recent attempts to court the migrant population. 
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CITY AND SOCIAL SPACE 
CS1 Traditional Asian urban space is socially constructed, rather than architecturally framed. 
Against Lynch’s articulation of the ‘urban fabric’ as the continuum of physical spaces and forms that 
constitute the city and make it ‘readable’, one could set an Asian counterpoint of ‘urban fabric’ as the 
web of interpersonal interactions and communications for which the streets and buildings of the city 
provide support and affordance, implying an approach to urban design in which the physical form and 
organization of the city is not permanent and rigid, but rather adaptive and responsive to patterns of 
social interaction. Digital networks can be described as an extension of the urban fabric in terms of the 
Asian definition as a web of interpersonal communication. 
CS2 Perhaps because of the primacy of social interaction over built materiality in the Asian city, 
writers have pointed out that Asian cultures tend to conceive of the city as a process of perpetual 
becoming rather than as a finished physical construct. While the city persists, the individual structures, 
places and relations that constitute it are not permanent. 
 
CITY AND LOCATION 
CL1 The geomantic system of feng shui played a central role in the siting and organization of built 
structures of all scales throughout Chinese history, including cities. Feng shui sees any site as imbued 
with forces of li (reason or principle) and qi (energy or flow), and the divination of these forces plays an 
important role in beliefs regarding the form and disposition of elements and actions in space. Feng 
shui is an idea of set of virtual forces implicit in the physical site, accompanied by a code for deriving 
formal and spatial relations of built structures from these forces. While not negating or contradicting 
the role of functional, compositional or economic factors in urban design, such a conception provides a 
site-specific bias for channelling the influence of these factors and giving each instance a locational 
specificity that could be seen as an aspect of its genius loci. 
CL2 The form and layout of classical Chinese cities were determined by the modification of a 
generic type to respond to the specific location, terrain, climate and other factors of the city’s intended 
site.  
CL3 The use of physical markers to ‘commemorate’ (often fictional or legendary) events, people 
or even abstract ideas not necessarily associated with the place thus ‘marked’, is a typical practice in 
Chinese parks and gardens – indicating “this is the place to contemplate this” rather than “this 
happened here”.  
 
DIGITAL/LIGHT/OPEN-SOURCE URBANISM FOR 21ST CENTURY CHINA 
DL1 There is a growing degree of residential mobility at all income levels in China today as the 
result of many interacting factors such as the relaxing of the hukou (household registration) laws, 
which has created a floating population of a hundred million people migrating cyclically between city 
and rural areas, and the increase in disposable income amongst China’s growing middle class. 
DL2 China’s property market is changing rapidly, with the emergence of a dual (capitalist/socialist) 
property market and the spread of informal (illegal) construction that fills a niche not otherwise served. 
DL3 Land-use models are becoming more complex and intertwined, with an increasing 
intermingling of urban and rural uses, agricultural and manufacturing. 
DL4 These developments indicate a need for urban forms and processes that work with ambiguity 
and informality and short-term land uses and land-use rights and allow for sustainable, shifting and 
hybrid land-use models. This implies a ‘light’ and flexible use of land designated for urbanization, such 
as the idea outlined by Winy Maas in the concept of ‘Light Urbanism’, in which he suggests the cyclical 
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